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ABSTRACT
This thesis is a creative and critical intervention into current political and media 
discourses regarding the council estate. Utilising Henri Lefebvre’s triadic 
understanding of space, the thesis aims to interrogate dominant assumptions about 
the council estate environment and establish an appropriate poetics of this most 
culturally maligned of places. This poetics seeks to demonstrate how this space is 
socially as well as conceptually produced, and to expose and disrupt widespread 
vilification of estate inhabitants. Unlike previous autobiographical but monological 
poems about the council estate, such as those of Paul Farley, the poetry in this thesis 
presents a collage of perspectives from a multitude of sources (such as architectural 
manifestoes, oral histories, newspaper reports) -  as well as observations from my 
own experience of growing up in this environment. Drawing from and building on 
the objectivist poetics of Charles Reznikoff, ‘the new sentence’ of Ron Silliman, and 
the docu-poetry of Mark Nowak, my poetry aims to create a textual dialectic that the 
reader is invited to synthesise. It is my hope that such syntheses will activate in the 
reader a renewed spatial practice of the council estate -  that is to say, a new 
perceptual organisation of the factors that produce this space. In so doing, the 
hegemonic discourses of démonisation regarding the council estate may be ruptured, 
and each reader will be able to re-engage afresh with this stigmatised environment.
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INTRODUCTION
It is summer 2012. Five years ago a series of mortgage defaults in the U.S. led, via 
invisible networks of toxic debt, to the worst global financial crisis since the 1930s. 
One of the many by-products of this was a raised, and still rising, public awareness 
of the gross economic inequality in some of the world’s wealthiest nations. Britain is 
one of the most unequal. Two years later, in 2009, epidemiologists Richard 
Wilkinson and Kate Pickett published The Spirit Level: Why More Equal Societies 
Almost Always Do Better. This book argues that the physical, mental and social 
health of societies correlate positively with how equal they are, in terms of economic 
income.^ Within a year the book had sold 100,000 copies.^ In 2011, the journalist 
Owen Jones published Chavs: The Demonization o f the Working Class. This book 
sets out to answer the question: ‘How has hatred of working-class people become so 
socially acceptable?’  ^It is already in its second pressing. That same year riots 
erupted across England -  the worst in over twenty years. In response, the platinum- 
selling singer Plan B wrote the seething protest song ‘ill Manors’ (which debuted on 
UK Single Chart at number 6) and gave a TEDx talk (which at the time of writing 
has been viewed almost 45,000 times) wherein he echoed many of Jones’s 
sentiments regarding the vilification of the ‘chav’ and the working class in general.
 ^Richard Wilkinson and Kate Picket, The Spirit Level: Why More Equal Societies Almost Always Do 
Better (London: Allen Lane, 2009). See also Danny Dorling, Injustice: Why Inequality Persists 
(London: Policy Press, 2011).
 ^Michael Shapcott, ‘Greater Equality is Better for Everyone: Richard Wilkinson’, rabble.ca, 14 
December 2010. Available at: http://rabble.ca/news/2010/12/greater-equality-better-everyone-richard- 
wilkinson [accessed 2 June 2012] (para. 3 of 15).
 ^Owen Jones, Chavs: The Demonization o f the Working Class (London: Verso, 2011), p. 2.
The site where all these economic, cultural and social points converge is the British 
council estate. It is arguably on the council estate that the effects of Britain’s 
inequality are most powerfully felt, and it is here where the vilified caricature of the 
‘chav’ resides (one popular acronym of chav is ‘Council Housed and Violent’)."^
Even before substantial arrests were made, the rioters were thought to have come 
from ‘low-income, high-unemployment estates’.^  The present work is a creative and 
critical intervention in popular perceptions of the estate environment. My project 
seeks to create a poetry that engages with perceptions of the estate in a spatial, 
cultural and human context. The gross inequality, class vilification and social unrest 
referred to above, highlight the extent of the problem. But the very popularity of 
some of the books, music and public talks mentioned also indicates a growing 
receptivity to the idea that a rethinking must take place regarding the estate space and 
those that occupy it. Therefore, the intervention I propose in this thesis has never 
been either more timely or necessary.
A Biographical Note
Such an intervention, I should declare, also has a personal significance for me. My 
entire pre-adult life was shaped by the social-spatial environment of the council 
estate. My first year was lived in a council flat on Bettws estate in Newport, South 
Wales. Built in the late 1960s, Bettws has a population of over 8000, and is one of 
Europe’s largest estates. From here, my parents moved with me to a council house on 
the newly built Duffryn estate, on the other side of town, before returning to Bettws 
in 1981, when I was four. I first lived away from Bettws at the age of eighteen or
Jones, Chavs, p. 8.
 ^John Pitts, quoted in Zoe Williams, ‘The UK riots: the psychology of looting’. Guardian, 9 August
2011. Available at: http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2Gll/aug/G9/uk-riots-psychology-of- 
looting [accessed 2 February 2G12] (para. IG of 13).
nineteen, but I returned sporadically throughout my twenties. My parents still live on 
the estate, in the same house I grew up in. Although Bettws has many flat blocks it is 
not a high-rise estate (the blocks are only three or four storeys). It is largely a 
‘cottage estate’ -  that is, its planning and architectural antecedents can be traced back 
to Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City, and its houses are cheap, less grand versions of 
those prescribed by Raymond Unwin and the Tudor Walters Report. However, the 
estate’s large high school (which I, like everyone else on the estate, attended) was a 
Brutalist building by Eldred Evans and David Shalev. Thus my formative years were 
spent, unknowingly, in buildings informed by conflicting utopian visions (an issue I 
will discuss further below). A brook, shallow enough to play in amongst the 
sticklebacks, meandered through the middle of the estate. The local greens and 
nearby farmland provided plenty of spaces for games and exploration. However, the 
estate, like many, had a reputation that preceded it. Quite what the nature of this 
reputation was is perhaps best exemplified by a terrestrial television documentary 
that one evening my family gathered around to watch. The documentary portrayed 
our estate as a dangerous, unruly place where bus drivers had become too frightened 
to enter at night (due to bricks being thrown at them). As the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation’s publication Challenges Images: Housing Estates, Stigma and 
Regeneration notes, many British estates ‘are viewed as “problem places” that are 
home to “problem people”.’  ^As my friends and I entered adolescence, the stigma 
attached to where we came from became more apparent, even if the extent to which 
we had all absorbed this stigmatisation into our being was not. And this 
stigmatisation, I discovered, was not peculiar to Bettws. In my mid-twenties I was 
employed as a support worker for adults with learning disabilities on a series of
 ^Jo Dean and Annette Hastings, Challenging Images: Housing Estate, Stigma, and Regeneration 
(London: JRF, 2000), p. 9.
7council estates in Cardiff -  community care initiatives are often situated on council 
estates as that is where properties are usually cheapest. I was unaware of any of these 
estates being subject to documentaries, but it became evident through conversations 
with friends, acquaintances and co-workers that many of these estates were similarly 
positioned in the local imagination as ‘problem places’.
The Broader View
This was a trend that was in no way restricted to South Wales. By the time I began 
this project in 2008, the council estate had come to represent, in the popular 
imagination, all that was wrong with British society. They were ‘[gjhettos of the 
workless and the hopeless’;^  council houses were seen as ‘living tomb[s]’.^  Both 
policy advisers and politicians were positioning estates as locales that were morally, 
socially and culturally ‘other’ to the mainstream.^ And this was reinforced in popular 
culture with characters such as Vicky Pollard from Little Britain. This is not to say 
that such discourses were not also evident in ‘high’ culture. In his 2003 novel Magic 
Seeds, Nobel laureate V.S. Naipaul described council estates as
parasitic slave growths on the main body. They feed off the general taxes. 
They give nothing back. They have, on the contrary, become centres of 
crime. You may not guess it when you see them from the train but they are a 
standing assault on the larger community.
’ Polly Toynbee, ‘The Estate They’re In’, Guardian, 15 September 1998, quoted in Gerry Mooney, 
‘Urban Nightmares and Dystopias, or Places of Hope?’, Variant, 33 (2008), 14-16 (p. 14).
 ^Will Hutton, ‘Open the Gates and Free People from Britain’s Ghettos’, Observer, 18 February 2007, 
quoted in Mooney, p. 14.
 ^See Chris Haylett, ‘Class, Culture and Urban Policy: Reconsidering Equality’, Antipode, 35 (2003), 
55-73.
V.S. Naipaul, Magic Seeds (London: Picador, 2004), pp. 250-51. These words are spoken by a 
character in the novel. However, Naipaul described council estates in near identical language in a
8There have been a range of other novels that have offered fuller, more complicated 
and nuanced portrayals of estate life than NaipauTs, such as Livi Michael’s Under a 
Thin Moon}^ Andrea Levy’s Never Far from Nowhere}^ and Courttia Newland’s 
The ScholarP However, in this introduction, before considering some examples of 
how poets have previously portrayed the estate, I will focus chiefly on more popular 
representations of council estate in print media and television. In general it has been 
these forces that have shaped and continue to shape perceptions of the council estate. 
Therefore, although I employ a literary form in my thesis (for reasons that I will 
make clear below), this form, both explicitly and implicitly, draws on and is in 
dialogue with these popular discourses and images. It is such discourses that my 
work here is primarily concerned with disrupting. Thus, it is these that I would like to 
discuss first in this introduction.
Shameless
The most prominent image of council estate life when I started this thesis was that 
projected by the television series Shameless. Conceived by Paul Abbott, who grew 
up on a council estate (in Burnley), and set on the fictional estate of Chats worth 
(actually shot at West Gorton, Manchester), Shameless centres on the Gallagher 
family. The family consists of five siblings and their errant father, Frank; the 
Gallagher’s mother has abandoned the family before the series begins. In the first 
two series the family is held together by the oldest sibling, Fiona, as Frank is
BBC World Service interview. See Lynsey Hanley, Estates: An Intimate History (London: Granta 
Books, 2007), p. 236.
Livi Michael, Under a Thin Moon (London: Sacker & Warburg, 1992).
Andrea Levy, Never Far from Nowhere (London: Review, 1996).
Courttia Newland, The Scholar (London: Abacus, 1997).
portrayed as an unemployed, destructive drunk or, in Abbot’s words, a ‘derelict 
dipsomaniac drug addict’
Shameless, as Stephen Baker points out, draws on a long line of working-class genre 
conventions in its characterisation. These genre conventions work, in turn, to both 
contest and confirm prevailing views of estate life. Fiona Gallagher can be seen as a 
modem take on the stoic maternal figures that have peppered working-class British 
soap operas such as Coronation Street and EastEnders for decades, and have their 
antecedents in World War Two melodramas such as Millions Like Us (1943) and 
This Happy Breed (1944).^^ Her job as a Nursery Assistant reinforces these maternal 
characteristics and contests the way in which young working-class women 
(particularly those who are single mothers) are often vilified in both media and 
political discourses (which I discuss in more detail in Chapter Two).
It is also initially via Fiona that the ‘stuffy, bourgeois conventions’^^  of middle-class 
existence (an existence that, at the time. New Labour were campaigning to draw the 
working-class into)^^ is also critiqued. This is perhaps seen most clearly in the first 
series’ romantic storyline between Fiona and Steve. Steve turns his back on his 
middle-class background, dropping out of medical school to become a car thief. As 
Baker comments, Steve’s ‘attraction to Fiona is an extension of his rejection of 
middle-class life, defined here in opposition to notions of working-class authenticity
Paul Abbott, in Decca Aitkenhead, ‘Estate of Play’, Guardian, 12 July 2008. Available at: 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2008/jul/12/television [accessed 4 August 2012] (para. 9 of 45).
Stephen Baker, 'Shameless and the Question of England: Genre, Class and Nation’, Journal o f  
British Cinema and Television, 6 (2009), 452-67 (p. 456).
John H. McKendrick, Stephen Sinclair, Anthea Irwin, Hugh O’Donnell, Gill Scott, and Louise 
Dobbie, The Media, Poverty and Public Opinion in the UK (York: JRF, 2008), p. 35.
I will discuss this further in Chapter One.
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and exuberance.’ When he first sees her in the nightclub he admires that she dances 
‘like there’s nobody else in the room’. And later he says more explicitly, ‘You’re not 
fake’.^  ^The implication here is that middle-class social life is to an extent false and 
reserved, lacking vitality in some crucial way.^°
However, both Shameless and the genre conventions it employs can also be seen to 
confirm and perhaps contribute further to the stigmatisation of estates through the 
portrayal of Frank. If Fiona can be placed alongside traditionally strong maternal 
figures dating back to Millions like Us, Frank -  the anti-hero -  stands in the comic 
tradition of the seaside postcards of Donald McGilf^ and the Carry On films.^^ 
Frank is perhaps the most strikingly memorable character in Shameless. It is Frank 
who narrates the introduction to each episode, and long before I watched the series it 
was his image that could be seen on advertisements -  the image of Shameless, the 
image of the modem council estate. Frank is an immoral and self-pitying character. 
He provides no patemal care; instead he is often found by Fiona passed out on the 
living room floor having urinated on himself and later in the series has sex with his 
son’s teenage girlfriend. Whereas Steve sees a working-class vitality in Fiona, he is 
appalled by Frank’s behaviour, and as a result kidnaps him and abandons him in 
France. Abbott’s inspiration for Frank came not just from genre convention but from
Baker, p. 458.
Shameless, Episode 1. Written by Paul Abbot. Dir. Mark Mylod. Channel 4. 2004, quoted in Baker, 
p. 459.
Baker, p. 458.
For an examination of McGill postcards, see George Orwell, ‘The art of Donald McGill’ (1941), in 
The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters o f George Orwell: Volume 2: My Country Right or 
Left: 1940-43 (London: Penguin, 1994), pp. 183-95.
Baker, p. 458.
11
his own father.^^ By Abbott’s own account, Frank is an improvement on his own 
father: T’d pay for my dad to be Frank. I would!’ Frank ‘nicks his kids’ money and 
breaks their noses -  but my dad abandoned his kids and let them starve 1’ "^^
Abbott’s characterisation of Frank could be seen primarily as an attempt to ‘work 
through’ the trauma of his own upbringing^^ via comedy. Thus, Frank is presented in 
terms of genre convention and family dysfunction. Frank’s interactions with his own 
father in the second series attempt to expose the seeds of his own characterisation. 
But there are no references to the systemic social and political aspects of his 
predicament. Frank’s ‘unemployment appears a mere character trait, attributable to 
his general idleness’, a n d  as such feeds into a political discourse wherein
[i]nterventions into problems of poverty are increasingly pitched at 
“worklessness” as a cultural characteristic that is not the same as 
“unemployment” as a political-economic condition. The causes of poverty are 
thereby obscured, as cultural characteristics of “working-classness” are 
causally conflated with economic characteristics of poverty.^^
^ The series is loosely autobiographical. Abbott was raised by his sixteen year-old sister after his 
mother abandoned the family when he was nine and his father left two years later. Aitkenhead, para. 7 
of 45.
^ Paul Abbott, quoted in Aitkenhead, para. 9 of 45.
Abbott entered a secure psychiatric unit in his teens after a second suicide attempt, and thereafter 
lived with foster parents. Decca Aitkenhead’s article/interview attributes the primary cause of this to 
Abbott being raped as a teenager -  a secret he kept from his family (Aitkenhead, para. 18 of 45). 
However the extent to which his relationship with his father was deeply hostile is indicated by 
Abbott’s claim that he has investigated the costs of having his father assassinated twice. Aitkenhead, 
para. 14 of 45.
 ^Baker, p. 463.
Haylett, p. 58.
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Shameless's positioning of working-class vitality -  via an array of vibrant, likable 
and complex characters -  in opposition to a middle-class sterility means it cannot just 
be dismissed as a program that simply caters to middle-class prejudices.
Furthermore, as the report on media treatment of poverty by the Rowntree 
Foundation states, ‘the most refreshing characteristic of the series is its absolute 
refusal to depict its characters as helpless victims’. B u t  in a culture that, in Owen 
Jones’s view, tries to use examples of dysfunction to label a whole class,"^ Frank’s 
commandingly vivid characterisation unintentionally offers a potent image to 
consolidate a clichéd picture of council estate life in the national imagination. As 
Lynsey Hanley claims in her 2007 book Estates: An Intimate History, the term 
council estate has become a by-word for ‘alcoholism, drug addiction, relentless petty 
stupidity, a kind of stir-craziness induced by chronic poverty and the human mind 
caged by the rigid bars of class and learned incuriosity .T h is association is 
arguably solidified by the characterisation of Frank Gallagher.
A Wall in the Head?
Like Abbott and myself, Hanley grew up on a council estate (she was raised on The 
Wood estate in outer Birmingham) and her book is both a memoir and social history. 
The book does interrogate how the estate is viewed by those outside it (as the 
quotation above indicates) but also focuses on the perceptions of those on the estates 
themselves. As part of her thesis she puts forward her concept of the ‘wall in the 
head’.^  ^Hanley argues that this mental barrier exists -  invisible, but unbroken -  
throughout the minds of council estate inhabitants throughout the country. This
McKendrick and others, p. 36. 
Jones, Chavs, p. 6.
Hanley, p. 7.
Ibid., p.148.
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‘wall’ is characterised by a clinging to specifically working-class ideas and attitudes 
(some positive, some limiting), but also to a certain kind of fear and ignorance. 
Hanley claims that this wall ‘is about not knowing what is out there’ (in the world 
beyond the council estate), ‘or believing that what is out there is either entirely 
irrelevant to your life, or so complicated that it would go right over your head if you 
made an attempt to understand it.’^  ^This ‘wall’ can be understood as a defence 
mechanism that both protects against a world not understood and preserves a 
working-class identity. But this very insular perspective, Hanley argues, can also 
lead to a very restricted engagement with social, cultural and political life -  a trait 
that can reproduce itself over generations.
One might imagine that the limiting view that Hanley describes would be expanded 
through education, but as the work of sociologist Diane Reay shows, this is often not 
the case. Reay observes that even when working-class students are not located as 
‘other’ due to their ethnicity or religion, ‘unlike their middle-class counterparts’ they 
still ‘need to transform their identity in order to succeed.’ This transformation is for 
the student both ‘risky’ and ‘painful’ if, as Reay argues, they are from a class that has 
‘historically been, and are currently positioned as “other” to the educated, intelligent 
and cultured subject’. I n  this kind of educational environment one can envisage
Ibid., p. 153.
Diane Reay, ‘Making Sense of White Working Class Educational Underachievement’, in Who 
Cares About The White Working Class?, ed. by Kjartan Pall Sveinsson (London: Runnymede Trust, 
2009), pp. 22-27 (p.27). An explanation of why ‘class’ is problematic for mainstream equal- 
opportunities and multicultural discourses is offered by Chris Haylett. He claims that ‘working-class 
difference sits awkwardly amongst other kinds of difference because its disadvantages are not 
straightforwardly about “discrimination” and cannot be righted by “inclusion”. Class difference is 
different because the inequality from which it develops is inherent to neo-liberal economic 
organisation and for that reason it might seem inappropriate to embrace it. This is not the case for 
differences of gender, ethnicity or sexuality, where oppression on the basis o f those identities is 
historically contingent and increasingly unnecessary to the specific cultural formations of late 
capitalism.’ Haylett, p. 59.
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how Hanley’s ‘wall’ may be strengthened rather than weakened by education. For 
many working-class students, rather than submit to this transformation (to ‘literally 
think and enact’ themselves as ‘“other” in order to do well’),^ "^  they retreat into peer- 
approved destructive behaviours. For example, writing about disruptive male 
students, Reay argues that faced with ‘an educational competition they cannot win’ 
(against students from more cultured, middle-class backgrounds) it is unsurprising 
that they ‘construct [...] physically aggressive competitions where some of them can 
and do win.’^^  This outcome both strengthens the mental divisions Hanley speaks of, 
and, of course, outside the school it is such behaviour that contributes to the 
démonisation of the violent, thuggish, estate-dwelling ‘chav’ caricature (which I will 
discuss further below).
However, this concept of the ‘wall in the head’ is deeply problematic. Firstly, and 
most obviously, council estates are made up of a wide variety of people from a wide 
variety of ethnicities and family backgrounds. To suggest that they all have certain 
limits in perceptual ability can be seen as the worst kind of generalisation. Hanley is 
quite aware of this. She is careful not to lump estate residents together, to portray 
them as homogeneous, or to use her own personal experience as a blueprint for all 
other estate dwellers. Nonetheless, she does suggest that certain social environments 
can create certain ways of thinking. This argument too has its pitfalls. As Gerry 
Mooney argues:
In talking of a ‘wall in the head’ or of council estate living as ‘a state of 
mind’ there is a tendency to indulge in a pop social-psychology of the kind
Reay, p.27.
Ibid.
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that is increasingly common in social commentary and in policy-making 
discourses, such as ‘positive thinking’, that suggests all that council tenants 
need is the right attitude (being more aspirational!) and a more ‘forward 
looking’ frame of mind/^
The ‘wall in the head’ concept could also be said to feed into the narrative of council 
estate life that New Labour advanced where all those who were socially excluded^^ 
needed to be brought in to the ‘mainstream’ of middle-class culture, in effect denying 
that working-class culture had anything of inherent value to offer.^^ As Mooney says, 
this condition of having a wall in the mind ‘implies something that is not quite the 
norm; whatever that may be.’ There is a danger, therefore, that Hanley’s terminology 
could be another way to ‘other’ estate residents.^^
Nonetheless, Hanley’s ‘wall in the head’ idea, however problematic, does speak to a 
pertinent issue regarding the council estate and its perception. If there is a problem 
with the way council estates are perceived (and this thesis proposes that there is), 
then it is not just a problem of those outside the estate forming views prejudiced by a 
variety of media, art and political practices. The problem is also how estates are 
perceived by those who live on them, the alienation that many inhabitants feel, and a 
disengagement from any larger social, spatial and political context. I would argue 
that this latter problem of alienation occurs not just through an inability to see a life
Mooney, p. 15.
The term ‘social exclusion’ was a widely used term in the New Labour discourse. It allowed the 
party to address social problems without reference to either ‘class’ or ‘poverty’, words that the post- 
Thatcherite, free-market embracing New Labour party were keen to avoid. See Ruth Levitas, The 
Inclusive Society? Social Exclusion and New Labour (Palgrave Macmillan, 1998).
See Haylett, 55-73.
Mooney, p. 15.
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beyond the estate, as Hanley argues, but through a lack of historical and spatial 
awareness of what has led them to being inhabitants of the estate. This is an 
alienation from the ideas and history that shape the present space they occupy -  an 
alienation that Hanley does not mention, but that her book, as social history, is in fact 
an instrument in overcoming.
In consideration of the above, when I started my project I had in mind the creation of 
a poetry that would tackle perceptions of estates from both within and without. Of 
course these two things are not unrelated. Anne Power’s research reveals how the 
‘worse’ an estate is viewed by those outside it, the further it is likely to degenerate."^^ 
Initially, therefore, my project set out to offer portraits of the estate that contested 
lazy stereotypes and also was, in some way, able to activate a reorganisation of the 
perception of the estate space itself. That is, as a space that is lived, but also a space 
that is the product of a confluence of ideas, political strategies and media 
manipulations.
Class, Inequality and the 2008 Financial Crash
When I began this project, its emphasis on class was still somewhat unfashionable. 
Sociologist Ulrich Beck in the 1990s famously declared class a ‘zombie category’
^  Most people will avoid renting or buying accommodation in an area that has become stigmatised. 
Such avoidance can be measured, Anne Power, argues by the number of empty residences on a given 
estate. From her survey of European estates. Power notes that ‘[ejmpty units affected physical 
conditions through damage [...] and unsightly decay’ and ‘[t]hey affected social conditions by 
attracting ever more disadvantaged and disruptive tenants, as the vacuum in lettings became self­
fuelling.’ A growth in unoccupied estate residences. Power argues, ‘were a signal to everyone that the 
estates were in trouble.’ Power concludes, therefore, that an important factor in any successful 
regeneration of a ‘problem’ estate is the perception of it as a ‘viable’ place to live. Anne Power, 
Estates on the Edge: The Social Consequences of Mass Housing in Northern Europe (Basingstoke: 
Macmillan, 1997; repr. 1999), pp. 339-342.
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that carried on in name but was no longer relevant/^ This attitude was echoed by the 
popular political discourse of the (once socialist) New Labour party. Aspiring 
towards meritocracy, the party strove to achieve equality of opportunity rather than 
the redistribution of wealth. New Labour edited out all mention of class (as well as 
poverty) from speeches and mission statements. Before the 1997 general election, the 
future deputy Prime Minister, John Prescott, claimed ‘we’re all middle-class now’."^  ^
That is, all except those who had become unfavourably referred to as an 
‘underclass’. A n d  those belonging to this new ‘underclass’ were perceived to reside 
mostly on council estates. They became a social group that, as the gap between rich 
and poor continued to expand under New Labour, was increasingly vilified.
However, in the years since beginning my project much has changed. The financial 
crash raised public awareness of the growing amount of economic inequality 
(particularly in Britain and the US), and once lionised bankers such as The Royal 
Bank of Scotland’s ex-boss, (Sir) Fred Goodwin, were vilified in the British press for 
their role in the crash. ^  In response to Goodwin’s reported pension from the bailed-
Ulrich Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity (London: Sage, 1992, repr. 2000), pp. 91-102.
John Prescott (1997), quoted in Belinda Webb, ‘We’re All Working-Class Now’, Guardian, 10 
February 2011, Comment is Free. Available at:
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisffee/2011/feb/lO/working-class-lord-lang-cuts [accessed 3July 
2012] (para. 8 of 10).
The use of the term ‘underclass’ can be found in Britain at least as far back as the 1970s. However, 
its current popularity in the political and media lexicon can be traced, in part, to the American neo­
conservative theorist, Charles Murray. In 1989 Murray was invited by The Sunday Times to search 
Britain for an ‘underclass’. The results of his search were published as ‘The Emerging British 
Underclass’ (1990), in the Sunday Times Magazine, and ‘Underclass: The Crisis Deepens’ (1994) in 
The Sunday Times. Both essays, with commentaries, were later published by lEA, and are republished 
in Charles Murray and others, Charles Murray and the Underclass: The Developing Debate, ed. by 
Ruth Lister (London; lEA, 1996; repr. 1999), pp. 23-56 and 99-129, respectively. Rather than 
examining ‘structural causes’, Murray’s idea of the ‘underclass’ ‘focuses on behaviour as its cause 
and defining characteristic.’ Ruth Lister, ‘Introduction: In Search of the “Underclass’” , in Murray and 
others, pp. 1-16 (pp. 2-3).
The World Top Incomes Database. Available at: http://g- 
mond.parisschoolofeconomics.eu/topincomes/[accessed 30 June].
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out bank"^  ^there was both public outcry and organised vandalism -  an anti-banking 
group, known simply as ‘Bank Bosses Are Criminals’, attacked Goodwin’s house. 
They made this statement:
Fred Goodwin’s house in Edinburgh was attacked this morning.
We are angry that rich people, like him, are paying themselves a huge amount 
of money and living in luxury, while ordinary people are made unemployed, 
destitute and homeless.
Bank bosses should be jailed.
This is just the beginning."^^
Although this was a minority activity, it was a beginning of sorts. Over the coming 
years various movements would emerge in response to the financial crisis and those 
deemed to be responsible. The Occupy movement was instigated by Adbusters (a 
Canadian collective most famous for their use of subvertisments) as a demonstration
Goodwin’s annual pension, which he could claim immediately at the age of 50, was reported to be 
£703,000 ( ‘Goodwin’s Pension Hits £703, 000’, BBC News, 3 March 2009. Available at: 
http://news.bbc.co.Uk/l/hi/business/7921778.stm [accessed 8 June 2012]). The Daily Telegraph 
reported that Goodwin ‘was effectively handed a £7m pay-off. Katherine Griffiths, Philip Aldrick 
and Abigail Townsend, ‘Sir Fred Goodwin Refuses to Return Pension’, Daily Telegraph, 25 February 
2009. Available at: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/newsbysector/banksandfinance/4840512/Sir- 
Fred-Goodwin-refuses-to-retum-pension.html [accessed 6 June 2012] (para. 11 of 11).
^  Bank Bosses Are Criminals, quoted in Aislinn Simpson, ‘Sir Fred Goodwin Attack: Bank Bosses 
Are Criminals Group claim responsibility’. Daily Telegraph, 25 March 2009. Available at: 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/newsbysector/banksandfinance/5048091/Sir-Fred-Goodwin- 
attack-Bank-Bosses-Are-Criminals-group-claims-responsbility.html [accessed 12 June 2012] (paras. 
5-8 of 22).
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against Wall Street. ‘We are the 99%'^^ was and is a popular slogan used by the 
movement. It references how 1% of American citizens earn the majority of the 
country’s wealth."^  ^The movement quickly spread globally, and in Britain, a country 
almost as unequal as the US, the area around St. Paul’s cathedral became the 
occupied space. Public opinion is mixed regarding Occupy. However, with 
mainstream, centre-left broadsheets claiming that the current economic situation is 
one in which ‘all the gains were privatised, and all the losses were socialised’ there 
would appear to be at least some agreement on the cause of the problem.
The Conservative-led Response
In response to the financial crisis, the Conservative-led government implemented 
austerity measures, cutting back public spending severely. However, the Chancellor 
of the Exchequer, George Osborne, in his 2012 budget, gave a tax cut to those 
earning over £150,000 a year. This, it was argued, would encourage growth by 
persuading some of the very wealthy to stop avoiding tax altogether.^^ However, 
along with the Wealth-X report revealing that two-thirds of the current British cabinet
Originally popularized by the blog, We Are the 99%. Available at: ‘wearethe99percent.tumblr.com’ 
[accessed 2 June 2012].
Congressional Budget Office: nonpartisan analysis of the U.S. Congress, ‘Trends in Distribution of 
Household Income Between 1979-2007’. The income for the top 1% grew by 275%. The income of 
the lowest 20% grew by 18%. Available at: http://cbo.gov/publication/42729 [accessed 9 June 2012].
Will Hutton, ‘The Facts are Clear. This Cruel Austerity Experiment has Failed’, Observer, 3 June
2012. Available at: http://m.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2012/jun/02/austerity-failed-will- 
hutton?cat=commentisfree&type=article [accessed 3 June 2012] (para. 7 of 19).
Patrick Wintour, ‘Osborne Defends Tax Cut for the Wealthy’, Guardian, 27 March 2012. Available 
at: http://m.guardian.co.uk/uk/2012/mar/27/osborne-defends-top-tax-cut?cat=uk&type=article 
[accessed 24 June 2012].
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are millionaires,^^ the 2012 budget could not help but make the chancellor’s earlier 
statement that ‘we are all in this together’ ever more difficult to validate.
As all this political and economic manoeuvring has been playing out, the 
aforementioned book The Spirit Level, which demonstrates how economically 
unequal societies are detrimental to both the physical and mental health of its 
citizens, has proved very popular and, at least superficially, influential. This is 
demonstrated, one the one hand, by opposition leader Ed Miliband writing in praise 
of it,^  ^and, on the other hand, by the fact that an entire book. The Spirit Level 
Delusion, has been written largely as a rebuttal of Wilkinson and Pickett’s claims. 
Therefore, the issue of inequality and its possible effects is now a much more 
pressing concern than it was when I began this thesis.
Chavs
It is not just this focus on economic injustice that has changed though; there has also 
been a cultural shift, or certainly a challenge to some prevailing cultural prejudices. 
For instance, as abovementioned, Owen Jones’s Chavs: The Demonization o f the 
Working Class set out to answer the question: ‘How has hatred of working-class 
people become so socially accep tab le?T h e book expands on points made about
Wealth-X. Available at: http://www.wealthx.eom/articles/2012/two-thirds-of-uk-cabinet-ministers- 
are-millionaires/ [accessed 28 June 2012].
George Osborne, ‘Conservative Party Conference 2009’, 6 October 2009. Available at: 
http://www.conservatives.eom/News/Speeches/2009/10/George_Osborne_We_will_lead_the_econom 
y_out_of_crisis.aspx [accessed 10 June 2012] (paras. 166, 245, 263 and 311 of 335).
Ed Miliband, ‘What This Country Needs is A Labour with a New Vision’, New Statesman, 26 
August 2010. Available at: http://www.newstatesman.com/uk-politics/2010/08/labour-movement- 
society-party [accessed 30 June 2012]. This article was written before Miliband became leader of the 
Labour Party.
See Christopher Snowdon, The Spirit Level Delusion: Fact-Checking the New Left’s Theory of 
Everything (London: Democracy Institute/Little Dice, 2010).
Jones, Chavs, p. 2.
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the socially permissible use of class-related slurs such as ‘chav’ and ‘pikey’ made by 
Hanley. Jones locates the beginning of this trend in Margaret Thatcher’s policies of 
the 1980s.^^ He recounts how the Conservative government attacked working-class 
Britain:
Its institutions, like trade unions and council housing, were dismantled; its 
industries were, in some cases, shattered, never to recover; and its values, like 
solidarity and collective aspiration, were swept away in favour of rugged 
individualism. Stripped of their power and no longer seen as a proud identity, 
the working class was increasingly sneered at, belittled and scapegoated.^^
And connecting with the arguments put forward in The Spirit Level, Jones correlates 
‘chav-hate’ with British society’s inequality. This is supported by Richard Wilkinson 
himself, who argues that ‘one of the effects of greater inequality is to increase 
feelings of superiority and inferiority in society’ P  Jones posits that being poor and 
unemployed is never any longer portrayed in political discourse as an effect of the 
mechanisms of capitalism but is a result of ‘personal behaviour, individual defects 
and even c h o ic e .T h is  assertion confirms why Frank Gallagher’s portrayal in 
Shameless might be so problematic -  because it unintentionally reinforces this very 
pernicious discourse. Furthermore, Jones’s book aims to combat the media
However, as I argue in Chapter One, some form of this kind of discourse has existed at least since 
the Victorian period.
Jones, Chavs, p. 10.
Richard Wilkinson, quoted in Jones, Chavs, p. 9.
Jones, Chavs, p. 9.
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‘airbrushing’^^  that focuses on this kind of caricature to detriment of the vast range of 
working-class life.
Jones had hoped that the book would contribute ‘to reopening a debate about class 
that has been shut down by the political and media establishment’.^  ^But the huge 
amount of attention the book received indicated that this debate had already begun. 
As Jones admits when reflecting on the book’s popularity, ‘if Chavs had been 
released just three or four years ago, it might have expected about half the coverage, 
even though the “chav” term was far fresher and -  quite possibly -  in broader 
circulation.’^^  But the financial crisis, the awareness of inequality that it provoked, 
and the government’s pursuit of policies that appear to protect such injustice, has 
possibly created a reading public ready for a re-examination of class prejudices.
The 2011 Riots
The same year that Chavs was published, riots occurred throughout Britain. I discuss 
this further in Chapter One, but as mentioned above the participants in the riots were 
thought to be largely from the working or ‘u n d e rc la s sT h e  riots confirmed both
^°Ibid.,p. 11.
Owen Jones, T am bovvered’. New Humanist, 125 (September/October 2011). Available at: 
http://newhumanist.org.uk/2645/i-am-bovvered. [accessed 2 April 2012] (para. 2 of 15).
Ibid.
Issues of race and racial prejudice were also significant factors in the onset of the riots, particularly 
in London. The riots began after the shooting of Mark Duggan, who was mixed race; and in the 
London borough of Haringey, where the riots began, 55% of those arrested and taken to court were 
from a ‘black or mixed race background’ (34% were white). Hugh Muir and Yemisi Adegoke report 
that ‘it is indisputable that a great many black Britons were involved in the disturbances. And a 
surprising number of the black people interviewed by Guardian/LSE researchers made stark and 
impassioned complaints about unfairness and inequality; attributable, they said, to the colour of their 
skin.’ However, in Salford 94% of those rioters arrested and taken to court were white (only 6% 
were from black or mixed race backgrounds). For further discussion of the significance of race in the 
London riots see, Hugh Muir and Yemisi Adegoke, ‘Were the Riots about Race?’, Reading the Riots: 
Investigating England’s Summer of Disorder, in Guardian, in partnership with London School of 
Economics. Supported by the Rowntree Foundation and the Open Society Foundations, 8 December
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left- and right-wing beliefs. The riots began in protest of the shooting by police of 
Mark Duggan in Tottenham. However, outside of Tottenham, the riots focused more 
on looting than protest. For the right, then, the riots might he said to confirm certain 
prejudices and fears regarding ‘chavs’ -  that is, to put it crudely, that they are a 
collective of bestial, violent, criminal free-loaders. For instance, Richard Littlejohn 
of The Daily Mail wrote in response to the riots that this ‘wolfpack of feral inner-city 
waifs and strays who spend their time smoking dope, drinking lager and playing 
Grand Theft Auto on their stolen PlayStations’ should be clubbed ‘like baby seals’. 
For many on the left, the riots confirmed that something was dangerously wrong with 
a society that was so grossly unfair and had managed to alienate so many people that 
some of these people were prepared to destroy their own communities in a frenzy of 
excitement and aggression. This was a group of people who felt, Jones argues, so 
hopeless and reckless because they lacked ‘a secure future to risk’.^  ^The hooded, 
sportswear-clad youth became the emblematic image of this riot.
Plan B
Although his politics remain uncertain,^^ one prominent spokesperson for this vilified 
youth is the singer, rapper, actor and filmmaker Ben Drew, who usually works under
2011. Available at http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2Gll/dec/G8/were-the-riots-about-race [accessed 6 
January 2013]
^ Richard Littlejohn, ‘The Politics of Envy was Bound to End Up in Flames’, Daily Mail, 12 August 
2011. Available at: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-2025021/UK-riots-2011-The-politics- 
envy-bound-end-flames.html [accessed 4 August 2012] (paras. 12 and 23 of 40).
^ Owen Jones interviewed by Ben Wray, ‘Interview: Owen Jones on the riots and the Working Class’, 
International Socialist Group, 1 September 2011. Available at:
http://internationalsocialist.org.uk/index.php/2011/09/interview-owen-jones-on-the-riots-and-the- 
working-class-2/. [accessed 12 April 2012] (para. 5 of 13). Jones also discusses the Richard Littlejohn 
article here.
^  The right-wing commentator Toby Young has called Plan B/Ben Drew a ‘Tory who doesn’t know 
it’. Toby Young, quoted in Dave Simpson, ‘I’ve Always Been Fuelled by a Sense of Injustice’, The 
Big Issue, London, 16-22 July 2012, pp. 16-21 (p. 21). Drew’s response was a follows: I saw that and 
asked myself, “Ben, are you a Tory?” A Tory thinks that no matter what your upbringing you can be 
anything in this world. The opposite is to think that if you’re bom in a certain section of society it’s
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the nom de guerre of Plan Of the same generation as Jones (Drew is 28, Jones 
26) but of a different educational background (Jones is an Oxford graduate;^^ Drew 
was educated at a pupil referral unit after being expelled from schoo l),P lan  B, 
disturbed by the riots, wrote the song ‘HI Manors’ in response. The statement on his 
website about the song speculates on the causes of 2011 English riots:
I think one of the reasons is that there is a very public prejudice in this 
country towards the underclass. These kids are ridiculed in the press as they 
aren’t as educated as others, because they talk and dress in a certain way ... 
but they’re not as stupid as people think. They are aware of the ill feelings 
towards them and that makes them feel alienated. I know because I felt it 
myself growing up. These kids have been beaten into apathy. They don’t care 
about society because society has made it very clear that it doesn’t care about 
them.^ °
This sentiment also features in his TEDx talk where the singer goes on to speak of 
the vilification of those from council estates, chavs, and the working-class in general,
impossible to get higher under a Tory government. It’s not impossible, but you need belief. I believe 
that we are [...] a product of our environment.’ Plan B, quoted in Simpson, p. 21.
Plan B ’s initial response to the riots published in The Sun focused more on the ‘madness’ of the 
rioters’ activity. He reflected only briefly and vaguely on the underlying causes of riots, beyond those 
of poverty, claiming that ‘[tjhis is definitely because of the way the Government and this country —  
us as a society, as a nation —  have treated the underclass. Not giving them the support they need.’ 
Plan B, ‘Why Do Time for Nicking Pizza? It’s Stupid’, The Sun, 10 August 2011. Available at: 
http://www.thesun.co.uk/sol/homepage/news/3743139/As-riots-shame-the-nation-for-a-fourth-night- 
The-Suns-Associate-Editor-Trevor-Kavanagh-and-songwriter-and-actor-Plan-B-give-their- 
views.html. [accessed 3 June 2012] (para. 11 of 30). However, it is this treatment of the ‘underclass’ 
that becomes the focus of his TEDx talk.
^^Androulla Harris, ‘Interview: Owen Jones’, New Statesmen, 28 July 2011. Available at: 
http://www.newstatesman.com/blogs/cultural-capital/2011/07/working-class-labour-oxbridge 
[accessed 4 August 2012] (para. 9 of 14).
Plan B, ‘Youth, music and London’, TEDxObserver, 17 March 2012. Available at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xhtAfIw4qJY.
Plan B, ‘Statement on ill Manors’, Time 4 Plan B. Available at: 
http://www.time4planb.co.uk/news/statement-on-ill-manors [accessed 7 August 2012] (para. 5 of 7).
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reinforcing Jones’s arguments. Now, here was a popular musician from a council 
estate speaking of this vilification and injustice, as well an Oxford-educated socialist 
such as Jones. On Plan B’s current single ‘Lost My Way’ he chronicles a condition 
uncannily similar to what Lynsey Hanley five years earlier labelled the ‘wall in the 
head’. In ‘Lost My Way’, the ‘kids’ on ‘their estates’ think ‘this is it’. Inculcated by a 
narrative of marginality and failure, ‘[t]hey don’t believe they can ever succeed’, 
because they don’t believe opportunities ‘really exist’ for people like them.^\
The huge amount of attention the Chavs book and Plan B’s current activity in both 
music and public speaking has garnered, combined with the general sense of both 
national and international class injustice (as demonstrated by the Occupy movement), 
and the flashpoint of the riots, all contribute to my project finding itself situated quite 
differently to when I began it. Rather than taking on an unfashionable topic, I find 
my work now is part of, and in dialogue with, a much larger debate.
My Poetic Intervention
As stated, when I began my work I had the twin concerns of offering a portrayal of 
the estate that contested ‘sink’ estate stereotypes, and also in some way transforming 
the perceptions of those who dwell On the estate. As the work progressed, I became 
chiefly concerned with experiments wherein the poetry gives access to a new 
knowledge of the council estate space. In this sense the experimentation carried out 
here is done, in John Dewey’s words, ‘for the sake of education’; that is, as a means 
of ‘being a new training of modes of perception’. I  am interested in creating a poem 
that, to use Joan Retallack’s words, is ‘driven by honest observation, research, and
Plan B, ‘Lost My Way’, in ill Manors. Atlantic. 2012,
John Dewey, ‘Experience, Nature, and Art’ (1925), quoted in Joan Retallack, ‘What is 
Experimental Poetry & Why Do We Need It?’, Jacket, 32 (April 2007). Available at: 
http://jacketmagazine.com/32/p-retallack.shtml [accessed 10 January 2012] (para. 13 of 29).
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[...] inventing new interrelationships’ The relations I am concerned with exploring 
in this project are those inherent in the space of the council estate: its history, the 
ideas that inform it, the voices of those that live on the estate and those that live 
outside it. It is a poetry that aims to be a means rather than an end. In other words, its 
primary concern is not with its status as artefact but with its potential to activate a 
renewal of perception in its reader. It sets out to do this by interrogating how the 
council estate is spatially produced. I borrow the term ‘produced’ from the 
philosopher Henri Lefebvre, and it is primarily to Lefebvre’s work that I turn in 
trying to think about and write about the estate.
There has, of course, been poetry concerned with the council accommodation and the 
estate environment previous to my project, from Edwin Morgan’s famous early 
1970s sequence , Glasgow Sonnets -  wherein four storeys of the tenements ‘have no 
windows left to smash’, where ‘cracks deepen’ and ‘rats crawl’ and even the hackles 
on puddles rise^^ -  to the yet to be published ‘Dog walker’s guide to the Housing 
Estate’ by S.J. Taylor, where on ‘the suicide housingestate [...] bricks make water / 
beneath the weasels’.P o e ts  can provide the reader with powerful portraits of estate 
life. These poems can be disruptive to the prevalent discourses of démonisation 
discussed above. Others, however, can feed into it. For instance, Don Paterson, in his 
long, otherwise richly-imagined dream poem, ‘The Alexandrian Library’, writes:
Retallack, para. 27 of 29.
Edwin Morgan, ‘Sonnet i ’, Glasgow Sonnets (1972), in Collected Poems (Manchester: Carcanet, 
1990), p. 289.
S.J. Fowler, ‘the bricks’, ‘Dog owner’s guide to the Housing Estate’, in Poetry and Revolution: 
International Conference, Birkbeck College, May 2012 , ed. by Steve Willey and William
Rowe (London: Birkbeck, 2012), nonpag. I have not read the whole of ‘Dog owner’s guide to the 
Housing Estate’ (I am unsure if Taylor has even completed writing it yet) so cannot comment on it 
appropriately in this thesis. The quotation above comes from one of four short poems from this 
sequence that were included in the Poetry and Revolution conference book, and these are the only 
sections, to my knowledge, that have been published.
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[...] set on foot 
for the nethermost tip of a council estate, 
for the last Pictish enclave, where beaky degenerates 
silently moon at the back of the shops 
while girls with disastrous make-up and ringworm 
stalk past with their heads down and arms folded/^
The Piets were a people who inhabited regions of Scotland in the late Iron Age. This 
was pre-Roman conquest. Therefore ‘last Pictish enclave’ could denote a kind of 
Celtic nostalgia, but in the context of the description that follows it is more 
suggestive of that which is feral, backward, uncivilised. There is a cruelty in its 
mocking of ‘beaky degenerates’, and as Sarah Broom observes, the passage as a 
whole exhibits ‘a kind of fear and disgust’ Despite Paterson coming from a 
working-class background (something I will return to in Chapter Three) there is little 
here to complicate, nuance or undermine the popular, vilified, view of estates.
Council estates have featured in both ‘mainstream’ poetry (that is, poetry of the 
dominant Movement-indebted aesthetic, as practiced by Paterson, Simon Armitage 
and Carol Ann Duffy), and also in what Ken Edwards calls the ‘parallel tradition’ of 
British poetry (that is, the modernist-indebted works of the British Poetry Revival 
and Linguistically Innovative Poetry groups as practiced by J. H. Prynne, Allen 
Fisher and Maggie O’Sullivan). Both streams of poetries are multi-faceted and
Don Paterson, ‘The Alexandrian Library’, Nil Nil (London: Faber and Faber, 1993), p. 40, 
Sarah Broom, Contemporary British and Irish Poetry: An Introduction (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2006), p. 41.
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contain much variety. But as a rough guide to how the general poetics of the groups 
diverge, Ken Edwards’s schema below is useful.
THE “MAINSTREAM” 
“Clarity of expression” - 
normative language use
Coherent narrative, transparency of 
reference, functionalism
Single point of view, the lyric voice
Rhetoric or argument 
Closure — epiphany
THE PARALLEL TRADITION 
Non-normative language use: 
extended vocabulary and/or 
broken syntax, parataxis 
normative language use 
Foregrounding of modes or 
registers, language as material or 
sound, constructivism 
Multiple viewpoints or foci, lack of 
authorial “presence”
Politics of poetic form
Open form, use of indeterminacy
Foregrounded use of metaphor and 
simile
Metonymy — material/metaphor 
overdetermination^^
I would like to discuss a significant poet from each of these streams of British 
poetics, namely Paul Farley and Allen Fisher. Both poets have written work that 
addresses the council estate environment, and I consider it pertinent to acknowledge 
this whilst also detailing how my current project differs.
78 Ken Edwards, ‘Two Poetries’, Angelaki: Journal o f the Theoretical Humanities, 5 (2000), 25-37
(p.34).
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Paul Farley
Farley grew up on a council estate in Liverpool, and his work draws frequently on 
this experience. In his long poem ‘Thoms’ for instance, from his second collection 
The Ice Age, the speaker of the poem recollects his estate life from the 
Wordsworthian vantage point of the Lake District.^^ The poem is a meditation on 
nature and the urban, on memory and the quotidian aspects of family life. As Patrick 
McGuiness points out, Farley is a poet of the overlooked everyday where ‘[tjhings 
unnoticed, forgotten or submerged are drawn back into view, as what is ordinary, 
irrelevant or ignored finds focus and often meaning’.
However, it is not the quotidian but the extraordinary aspect of the poem that I would 
like to focus on here; that is, when the speaker of the poem hallucinates meeting a 
version of his teenage self "stripped to his fighting weight This self is part 
memory, part suppressed personality aspect, and part unfulfilled potential -  
"everything you might but never made /  o f yourself The poem suggests that the 
hallucinatory figure is what the speaker would have become if he had stayed on the 
estate "until bulldozers moved in’^^  -  that is, in some way stunted in a teenage, and 
one might deduce, working-class state being. Conversely, as this italicised voice 
represents an untraveled road (or dead end), it is also something that, though 
submerged, travels everywhere with the speaker. Although the speaker, trekking the
Paul Farley, ‘Thorns’, The Ice Age (Basingstoke and Oxford: Picador, 2002), pp. 41-47.
Patrick McGuiness, ‘Review of Paul Farley’s The Ice A g e \ Poetry Wales, 38 (2002), 68-69 (p. 68). 
The poem also signals Farley’s disdain for the estate’s modernist architecture: ‘I could impale 
Lubetkin / and Luftwaffe; the faceless councillors /  and alderman who gave the nod one day / decades 
ago; all those I thought accountable / dangling in an acquatint by Goya.’ Farley, ‘Thorns’, p. 45. 
However, I will discuss Farley’s approach to architecture later in this introduction.
Farley, ‘Thorns’, p. 45. Regarding my quotations from this poem, unless otherwise indicated, italics 
appear in the original 
®^ Ibid.
Ibid.
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hills of the Lake District, likes to think he has "shaken o ff this estate-dwelling self, 
his hallucinated double claims that "through every place you’ve ever been since then 
! has seen something o f me along the way.’^^  This signals the social-spatial 
permanent mark of class. Even as his remembered/unrealised/suppressed self 
admonishes him for going "shite-soff in the speaker there is still, even in this 
Wordsworthian territory, ‘the spiky fucker /  beneath the surface’
The poem ends with a ‘softness’ rising in the speaker as he thinks of his teenage self 
‘failing to make his mark, and all the others’ on the estate who grew up with ‘the 
babble / of television on in the d a y t i m e T h e r e  is a sense of the council estate being 
a place of wasted lives. The tone is melancholy and compassionate. Implicit in this, 
though, is that staying on the estate is to be lost. To get on is to get out. Even if one 
does still carry "the spiky fucker /  beneath the surface’, to make one’s mark is to 
change one’s location and one’s self.
Farley’s poem draws on his own experience to explore how the estate environment, 
and by implication the culture of that environment, shapes character. My poetry in 
this thesis also draws on personal experience. However, one of the major ways in 
which our poetries differ is that Farley’s poem does not explore how the perceptions 
of that environment itself are shaped; and, furthermore, what the ideological 
underpinnings of that environment might be. While Farley’s poem might provide a 
reader with some interesting and edifying reflections on people and place, it is, 
arguably, unlikely to provide the reader with any new tools by which perceptions of 
place -  and by extension how that place is inhabited -  might be transformed. This is
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid., p. 46.
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what my work in this thesis sets out to achieve. Moreover, although I too draw on my 
experience of growing up on a council estate -  details of which form a substantial 
part of three of the four longer pieces here -  the poems in this thesis do not restrict 
themselves to my perspective, or any one perspective. Farley’s poems are exemplary 
examples of the mainstream poetic: coherent, closed, and monological. Fven though 
‘Thoms’ imagines another voice, this voice offers little contest to the firmly rooted 
lyrical ‘I’ of the poem (and this other voice is silenced by the close of the poem). The 
poem maintains an organic unity that permits no infiltration of materials and views 
outside those of the speaker’s memories and imaginings.
My work, on the other hand, as I will detail below, is interested in creating 
‘[m]ultiple viewpoints’ and thereby a more polyphonic reading experience. In this 
thesis, ‘The Bmtalist School’ is the poem with the most consistent lyric I’. But even 
in this case, this voice is persistently broken apart and juxtaposed with samples of 
architectural manifesto and other found materials pertaining to the building or 
demolition of the actual school it refers to. The prose poems, ‘Cell and World’ and 
‘Aged 46 Years’, with which I close this thesis’s poetry collection are committed to 
detailing the everyday (much as Farley’s poems are) but no dominant central voice 
can be located. By this, the poems aim to open up far greater potential for reader 
participation. For it is via such a method, I will argue, that an imaginative 
reconfiguration of the estate space might be possible.
Allen Fisher
This emphasis on openness and multiplicity within my texts would, then, seem to 
align my work more with the ‘parallel tradition’ (to again use Fdwards’s useful
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terms). From this tradition, it is pertinent to discuss here the poem Brixton Fractals 
by Allen Fisher. Fisher’s book-length poem is a complex and challenging piece of 
work that explores a wide range of interrelated themes including scientific and 
technocratic responsibility, artistic and aesthetic perception, and the urban space of 
Brixton -  including council estates. These themes are explored using allegorical 
figures such as the Mathematician, the Painter and the Burglar. The poem deserves 
much more attention than I can give to it here, but I would just like to acknowledge 
two important correspondences with my own work.
The first similarity between Fisher’s poem and my poetry in this thesis is stylistic. 
Although my work does not employ allegorical figures, Fisher’s use of the ‘fractal’ 
corresponds quite closely with my poetic approach. ‘Fractal’ is a noun invented by 
the mathematician Benoît Mandelbrot. Fisher describes it as ‘an extremely irregular 
action, broken design, or fragmented object’.A ccordingly, Fisher’s poem does not 
present the coherent narrative of a Farley poem, but rather offers a series of 
fragmented explorations. The poem, as the title suggests, has ‘a strong sense of place, 
but’, Fdwards argues, ‘place is rendered as if a Cubist painting rather than a 
snapshot’ For instance, the poem opens thus:
Took chances in London traffic 
where the culture breaks 
tone colours bum from exhaustion 
emphasised by wind.
Allen Fisher, ‘The Preface to Brixton Fractals, 1985’ (1985), in Gravity (Cambridge: Salt, 2004), 
pp. xi-xii (p. xi).
Edwards, p. 31.
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looking ahead for sudden tail lights 
a vehicle changes 
lanes into your path and birds 
over the rail bridge seem purple.
A mathematician at the turn of the century 
works out invariant notions in a garden 
every so often climbs a bike, 
makes a figure eight around 
rose beds to help concentration.
then returns to the blackboard.^^
The poem begins with the speaker negotiating by car the urban space of Brixton: 
noting the tail lights and the birds as they, strangely, become purple. The reader is 
situated on a busy, fume-filled London road. At line nine, however, there is an abrupt 
shift of both time and place to a mathematician’s garden almost a century earlier 
(Fisher’s poem was published in 1985). Such fractal shifts occur throughout the 
poem. It is a technique that allows Fisher to juxtapose the lived experience of Brixton 
with philosophical inquiry and allegorical storytelling. He does not signpost these 
shifts but lets the reader construct their interpenetrating significances via the reading 
and re-reading process, along with reference to the bibliography of resources at the 
back of the book. Reference to the bibliography allows the reader to find out that the 
mathematician referred to above is David Hilbert, the father of functional analysis
Fisher, Brixton Fractals (1985), in Gravity, pp. 1-84 (p. 3).
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(‘the branch of mathematics in which functions are studied collectively’).^  ^He is a 
figure that appears throughout the poem. But Clive Bush argues this first appearance 
of him ‘riding his bicycle in a circle of eight round a rose bed is possibly the most 
important one in the poem. It is a powerful image: thinking man on machine, 
describing a symbol of infinity, framing the most literary poetic image of all: 
r o s e s . T h e  poem is concerned with how perception takes place in competing 
conflations of the scientific, the imaginative, and the experiential. The 
mathematician’s geometric view of the world is frequently contested by the Painter 
figure, as well as being repeatedly set against the chaos of everyday life in the city. 
Bush surmises:
Fisher directs his poetry squarely to what used to be called the “trahison des 
clercs,”^^  here the scientific managers of the twentieth century who produce a 
vast literature (sociological, literary, mathematical, psychological, economic 
and technological) to value system over spontaneity and particularity, 
hierarchical “efficiency” over the dregs of democratic consent, logic over real 
order, abstraction over lived and messy experience
As I will go on to explain, my project too is concerned with the conflict between 
abstract, conceptual thinking and embodied experience. However, a crucial 
difference between Fisher’s poem and my poetry in this thesis is that Fisher’s poem
Irving Kaplanksy, ‘David Hilbert’, Encyclopaedia Britannica. Available at: 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/265698/David-Hilbert [accessed 21/7/2012] (para. 9 of
H).
Clive Bush, 'Underneath the Net I Stray: Allen Fisher’, in Out o f Dissent: A Study of Five 
Contemporary British Poets (London: Talus Editions, 1997), pp. 102-210 (p. 139).
A phrase made famous by French philosopher Julien Benda in his 1927 book La trahison des clercs, 
translated into English as The Betrayal o f the Intellectuals (1928), trans. by Richard Aldington, with a 
new introduction by Roger Kimball (New Jersey: Transaction Press, 2007; repr. 2009).
Bush, p. 137.
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is not strictly concerned with the council estate. At the time of writing Brixton 
Fractals Fisher was living on an estate in Brixton, and both Fdwards and Bush have 
interpreted some aspects of the poem as relating to observations made by Fisher 
when he lived there.^^ However, whatever aspects of the poem are specifically 
council estate-related rather than Brixton-related more generally are rarely explicit.^^ 
Moreover, even if the ‘lived and messy experience’ in Fisher’s poem was more 
explicitly located on a council estate, his concerns regarding technocracy and 
abstraction are still much broader, less council-estate-specific than mine. Fisher does 
not interrogate, for instance, any of the underlying motivations for the creation of the 
council estate, such as the utopian visions of the Fbenezer Howard’s Garden City or 
Le Corbusier’s Radiant City; nor does he refer to the Tudor Walters Report or the 
Homes for Heroes campaign. Furthermore, Fisher’s poem does not investigate media 
representations of the estate and vilification of the working-class. I do not point to 
these as failures in the Fisher poem, but the aims that inform our approaches differ.
In its use of Cubist-like juxtapositions, my work stylistically bears some comparison 
with Brixton Fractals, but although concerned with perception, Fisher’s poem does 
not employ this method to instigate a reconstruction of the perceptions of the council 
estate in the way this project intends to.
The work of Farley and Fisher makes evident that throughout the poetries of both the 
mainstream and the parallel tradition in Britain there have been previous attempts to 
write about the estate space. But no previous poetry has been devoted to exploring
Edwards, p. 32.
It is pertinent to note here that both Edwards and Bush were friends of Fisher at the time, and 
knowledge of Fisher’s living arrangements are particularly evident in Bush’s comprehensive analysis 
of this poem. But I wonder if critics who had not obviously visited Fisher would have so readily made 
such connections with the council estate.
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how the everyday life of this space is interpenetrated by architectural, political, 
media and cultural forces. Furthermore, no previous poetry of the estate has been 
specifically Lefebvrian in its attempt interrogate this space. And, I will argue, it is the 
theories of Lefebvre that can prove vitally productive for thinking and writing about 
the council estate space.
A Lefebvrian Approach
For Lefebvre, space is not just a physical territory (or absence thereof) that can be 
mapped, but is something that is phenomenologically experienced. However, that 
experience is always modulated and often dominated by how those in positions of 
power (such as architects or town planners) have previously conceived of that space. 
Furthermore, it is not just how the space was originally conceptualised that figures in 
its production, but also how that space is currently represented. That is, what opinion 
of the space is currently held by those both within and without: how that space is 
presented in art, media, popular entertainment and political discourse, for instance. 
Space, for Lefebvre, is in a state of perpetual social, political, economic and 
imaginative production. Through this Lefebvrian lens the council estate can be 
viewed as a complex web of perceptual relations, a site of conflict, contradiction, 
appeasement and synthesis.
In Chapter One of this thesis I introduce Lefebvre and his ideas, placing particular 
emphasis on the spatial triad (i.e., that the production of space occurs through an 
amalgamation of conceived, lived and perceived space) and discuss how this is 
relevant to the council estate. I offer a brief history of the council estate project from 
its beginnings in the Victorian response to the cholera epidemics that swept through
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the slums, through to its first massive implementation as part of David Lloyd 
George’s ‘Homes for Heroes’ campaign. I go on to document the advent of 
modernist architecture and the high-rise estate. The chapter explores how the council 
estate project was informed by differing utopian ideas: firstly those of Ebenezer 
Howard and Raymond Unwin, and later those of Le Corbusier. But these utopian 
impulses worked sometimes in tandem, sometimes in conflict, with a range of 
financial and political concerns (such as how to build homes quickly and cheaply; 
and how to prevent revolution). Yet whether utopian or politically pragmatic of 
intention, before the 1970s there was rarely any discussion with those who would 
actually live on these estates about what kind of environment and housing they 
would like. As a result, the council estate demonstrates, in Lefebvrian terms, a clear 
divide and often conflict between how a space was conceived (by urban planners and 
architects, for instance) and how it was lived (by the inhabitants). The council estate 
represents an intense microcosm of the kind of alienation that occurs in late capitalist 
societies. Through the lens of Lefebvre, I relate this spatial-social alienation to the 
vilification of the estate space, and the potential results of this -  such as the riots of 
the summer of 2011.
Informed by Lefebvre’s ideas of space, I have attempted to construct a poetry that 
acts as an intervention in prevalent discourses of the estate space, by offering a 
collage of perspectives from a multitude of sources as well as observations from my 
own experience of growing up in this environment. This poetry aims to create a 
textual dialectic that the reader is invited to synthesise. It is my hope that such 
syntheses will activate in the reader a renewed spatial practice of the council estate -  
that is to say, a new perceptual organisation of the factors that produce this space. In
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so doing, I hope that the hegemonic discourses of démonisation regarding the council 
estate are ruptured, and that each reader is able to re-engage afresh with this 
stigmatised environment.
In Chapter Two I outline my early attempts to do this. For Lefebvre, lived experience 
is not best interrogated by a ‘hyper-exaltation of s y m b o l s b u t  by writers who 
"describe and aspire to do no more than describe’ (emphasis in original).^^ Therefore, 
I first follow an objectivist poetics exemplified by Charles Reznikoff (as opposed to 
pursuing a surrealist or symbolist approach) in order to offer portraits of the lived 
experience of an estate that contests media stereotypes. I choose Reznikoff as a 
model because he is a poet that ‘never lets a reader rest for long in the abstract or the 
general [...] keeping his readers in a search for clarity in the [...] dirty air of an 
industrialized urban landscape and the half-completed stories of [...] marginalized 
and brutalized w i tnesses .T he  choice is both formal and political.
I concentrate firstly on how conceptions of space impact on how that space is lived. 
In ‘The Bmtalist School’ and ‘Ronan Point’ poems I employ a collage method that 
places prose by architects, politicians and planners in conjunction with the lyric 
portraits of lived experience. By doing this, I aim to bring the conceptual and the 
lived spaces into a productive dialectic. This approach distinguishes my work from 
poets such as Paul Farley who has also written about architecture and estate life. I 
quote his ‘Bmtalist’ in full below.
Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (1974), trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1991), p. 19.
Ibid, p. 39.
Ian Davidson, Radical Spaces o f Poetry (Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 
p. 93.
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Try living in one. Hang washing out to dry 
And break its clean lines with your duds and smalls. 
Spray tribal names across its subway walls 
And crack its flagstones so the weeds can try
their damnedest. That’s the way. Fly-tip the lives 
you led, out past its edge, on the back field; 
sideboards and mangles made sense in the peeled 
spud light of the old house but the knives
are out for them now. This cellarless, unatticked 
place will shake the rentman off, will throw 
open its arms and welcome the White Arrow 
delivery fleet which brings the things on tick
from the slush piles of the seasonal catalogues.
The quilt boxes will take up residence 
on the tops of white wardrobes, an ambulance 
raise blinds, a whole geography of dogs
will make their presence felt. And once a year 
on Le Corbusier’s birthday, the sun will set 
bang on the pre-ordained exact spot 
and that is why we put that slab just there.
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One by one the shopkeepers will shut 
Their doors for good. A newsagent will draw 
The line at buttered steps. The final straw 
Will fill the fields beyond. Now live in it.^ ®°
At a reading of this at St Andrews,Far ley  spoke of Bmtalist buildings as being 
machines for dying in rather than living in (an inversion of Le Corbusier’s famous 
statement), and it is the lived experience of this space that dominates the poem, 
opening with ‘Try living in one’, and ending with the forceful, conative: ‘Now live in 
it’. Farley concentrates on the hanging of washing, ‘the suds and smalls’, the 
mounting of debt via the ‘slush piles’ of ‘catalogues’, dogs, vandalism, and fly- 
tipped, wasted lives. These uninviting descriptions are set against a reference to how 
a certain ‘slab’ is set to catch the setting sun on Le Corbusier’s birthday. This is a 
clear indication that the building serves to celebrate certain ideals of the architect, 
rather than the lives of the inhabitants. But what is absent here is what those ideals 
were. There is a point of view expressed here, and a very valid and powerful one, but 
it stands uncontested and uncomplicated by the ideological and political conceptions 
that led to the constmction of such a building. Can such a portrayal alter the spatial 
practice of the residents?
The idea behind this thesis is that without the verse of lived experience being set 
alongside documentation of how such as space is abstractly conceptualised, it will be
Paul Farley, ‘Brutalist’, Tramp in Flames (London: Picador, 2006), pp. 10-11.
This reading can be accessed here: http://audioboo.fm/boos/311423-paul-farley-reads-his-poem- 
brutalist. [accessed 3 March 2012].
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limited in its ability to affect a reorganisation of perceptual relations, at least in the 
Lefebvrian sense. Therefore, in my poem ‘The Brutalist School’ I attempt to show 
more of the thinking behind Brutalism. I do this by employing the method of what 
Charles Bernstein class cubo-seriality -  that is, serial poems that have a ‘modular and 
multidirectional’ relation to each other, rather than a sequential one.^°^ I do this by 
splicing autobiographical material -  half-remembered, half-imagined^^^ -  with an 
architectural essay by Eldred Evans and David Shalev, as well as with quotations 
from Richard Rodgers, and a Twentieth-Century Society report concerning the 
proposed demolition of the building. This prevents the poem from being 
monological; it, hopefully, creates a tension between views that is more productive 
of a renewed spatial practice.
I apply this technique -  a combination of objectivist fragments with documentary 
prose -  to my poem about the collapse of Ronan Point. Being high rise, Ronan Point, 
like Newport High School, shows the influence of modernism. However, Ronan 
Point really represents the opposite pole of 1960s architecture; that is, not a building 
informed by a certain set of aesthetic ideals but rather a building that serves 
economic and political imperatives. Therefore, it is not the conflict between the 
vision of the architect and the experience of the user that is explored, but rather the 
financial and political forces that shape such a space, and the ways in which they 
affect the lives (and deaths) of the inhabitants. The poem differs from the ‘The 
Brutalist School’ in that it does not draw on any autobiographical material. It is 
solely a research-based piece wherein the lyric fragments are poetic reconstructions
Charles Bernstein, ‘ReznikolTs Nearness’, The Objectivist Nexus, ed. by Rachel Blau DuPlessis 
and Peter Quartermain (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1999), pp. 210-39 (p. 218).
By this I mean that the poem draws on my experience of the school but not everything described is 
a memory of a specific event.
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of first-person reports from those involved in the disaster. The work discussed here 
can be considered docu-poetry, a hybrid literary form whose twin roots are found in 
the ballad and the modernist collages of Ezra Pound and William Carlos Williams. It 
is a form, this thesis will argue, that provides a larger scope than the monological 
poem to create adjustments to spatial practice.
I discuss progressions in this technique in Chapter Three by looking at the poems 
‘Cell and World’ and ‘Aged 46 Years’, about the council house and estate, 
respectively. These poems draw, in a highly fragmented fashion, on my own 
experience again, as well as current news reports and online information forums such 
as ChavTowns. They also utilise documents from the pre-Modemist utopian projects 
of Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City and Raymond Unwin’s Tudor Walters Report -  
as aforementioned, both were utilised in David Lloyd George’s ‘Home for Heroes’ 
initiative. Yet as I go further back in terms of source material, I push further forward 
in terms of literary devices. Therefore, I discuss how my poetic technique developed 
away from juxtaposing passages of documentary prose with short objectivist lyrics, 
towards experimenting with a prose poetry that draws on Ron Silliman’s concept of 
the new sentence. In a bid to more comprehensively enmesh the lived and conceived 
spaces, the juxtapositions in these pieces occur more rapidly and variously at the 
level of the sentence. To organise these multiple pieces of text into poems I employ 
literary ‘constraint’ -  that is, a ‘self-chosen’ compositional rule ‘that is used 
systematically throughout the work
Jan Baetens and Jean-Jacques Poucel, ‘Introduction: The Challenge of Constraint’, Poetics Today, 
3 (2009), 611-34 (p. 613).
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To summarise, my attempt to construct a Lefebvrian poetics with which to approach 
writing about the council estate draws on four overlapping techniques: cuboseriality; 
docu-poetry; the new sentence; and constraint. The ‘modular and multidirectional’ 
aspects cubseriality allows me to construct non-linear texts wherein the lived and 
conceived spaces of the council estate can be juxtaposed in such a way that they 
inform and perceptually reform each other. The techniques of docu-poetry allow me 
to utilise found materials -  voices other than my own -  in this process, further 
guarding against the utterance of the texts becoming monological. The new sentence 
allows me to more fully inweave the conceived and lived spaces by breaking 
cuboseriality down to its smallest comprehensible component -  the sentence. Finally, 
to organise these myriad documentary sources and lyric materials into poems I use 
literary ‘constraints’. These constraints are derived from the very council estate 
spaces they pertain to (for instance, the estate in ’46 Years’ is, as the title notes, 
forty-six years old. Consequently, this poem is organised into forty-six paragraphs, 
and each paragraph contains forty-six syllables). Each of these techniques 
complement and expand each other in service my aim to create a Lefebvrian poetic 
of the council estate.
However, employing such a paratactic styles as described above could be said to 
move what I am doing into the area of what J. H. Prynne labels ‘difficult’ poetry. 
Consequently, in consideration of arguments advanced by working-class poets and 
critics such as Jim Daniels and Tom Wayman, I question whether such a poetic is the 
most effective mode with which to engage those who inhabit estates. I draw on Pierre 
Bourdieu’s idea that ‘[t]here is a link of mutual dependence between the nature of the
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texts offered for reading and the form of the reading done of them’/°^ and that 
certain literary techniques might exclude certain social groups of people. John Carey 
argues that that is exactly what modernism set out to achieve -  by making literature 
‘too difficult for [the masses] to understand I interrogate the strained 
relationship between the aesthetics of the working class and those of the avant-garde, 
with special reference to the technique of ‘sampling’ that has been used for over 
thirty years in popular music. I draw on the work of Mark Nowak as an example of 
how a modem poetry can create a working-class poetics that need not reject the 
avant-garde or restrict itself to the monological utterance. Rather, drawing on the 
multi-track collage technique of hip hop as well as the related techniques of literary 
modernism, I argue, that a poetry can be created that working-class readers are fully 
equipped to engage with and use productively to inaugurate a new spatial practice.
There have been many artistic and academic treatments of the council estate. The 
academic work of Alison Ravetz, Anne Power, Gerry Mooney, Charlie Johnston, and 
Diane Reay, along with books for the general reader such as those of Lynsey Hanley 
and Owen Jones, provide excellent histories and social, cultural, and political 
analyses of the factors that have shaped and continue to shape estate life. The films 
by Ken Loach and Andrea Arnold, novels by Livi Michael and Courttia Newland, as 
well as some of the poems discussed above offer emotionally and intellectually 
complex portraits of estate life.
Pierre Bourdieu, The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure o f the Literary Field (1992), trans. by 
Susan Emanuel (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996), p. 305.
John Carey, The Intellectuals and the Masses: Pride and Prejudice among the Literary 
Intelligentsia, 7SS0-7959 (London: Faber and .Faber, 1992), p. 16.
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My work differs from these in that it seeks not to primarily provide a history, portrait 
or protest but to combine these. It seeks to create a dialectical relationship within the 
texts between how the estate space is (and was) conceived and how it is (and was) 
lived. The work aims at setting up a spatial dialectic from which each reader must 
complete the synthesis. This synthesis constitutes a renewed spatial practice of the 
council estate environment. This is crucial because as research conducted by the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation has shown, even when stigmatised estates are subject to 
‘massive regeneration investments [...] over a sustained period, and [there are] 
visible change to the areas, their bad reputations remain.’ The estates are still 
perceived to be, to use Chris Haylett’s words, "types o f places, inhabited by types o f 
people’ (emphasis in o r ig ina l ) .T he  regenerations often do not change the negative 
feeling that ‘residents, potential residents and non-residents’ have about the places. 
Thus the lives of tenants remain ‘impoverished’ by stigmatisation. Regeneration 
is, of course, vital, but it is not enough -  perceptions must be transformed too.
This thesis is an intervention into current political and media discourses regarding 
the council estate. Utilising Lefebvre’s spatial triad, it aims to interrogate dominant 
assumptions and establish a poetics of the council estate that demonstrates how this 
space is produced. This new poetics of the council estate necessitates reader 
engagement. My poetic project strives to activate in its readers a new spatial practice 
that is informed by history, is aware of media and political constructs, and is 
empathetically engaged. It invites the reader to imaginatively participate in the
Dean and Hastings, pp. 30-31. 
Haylett, p. 68.
Ibid.
Dean and Hastings, p. 22.
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construction of the meaning of the council estate, in the hope of enabling a greater 
sense of social-spatial agency.
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CHAPTER 1 
Lefebvre and the Council Estate
PARTI
In this chapter I will outline the methodology of the present work -  that is, the spatial 
triad of the French Neo-Marxist philosopher and theorist of space Henri Lefebvre, as 
it is presented in his seminal text The Production o f Space. I will show why it is a 
relevant theoretical lens through which to think about and construct a poetry about 
the council estates of Britain. Lefebvre is a frustratingly unsystematic thinker with an 
oeuvre that spans over sixty books and over three-hundred articles. Thus, I will begin 
this chapter with a brief introduction to Lefebvre and his thought; it will be selective 
in so far as I only wish to highlight the aspects of his philosophy that provide the 
important theoretical groundwork from which his spatial triad emerges. These 
include his early interaction with Dada and Surrealism and his interest in the 
‘moment’, and his later move towards Marxism -  applying the dialectic method to 
‘everyday life’ and broadening the scope of the concept of ‘alienation’. These 
formative periods in Lefebvre’s thought all (either implicitly or explicitly) inform his 
later thinking on space, and as such will be outlined below before proceeding on to a 
discussion of Lefebvre’s spatial philosophy. An explication of my methodological 
framework will be followed by a discussion of why it is a suitable framework with 
which to address the council estate context. I will provide a brief outline of the estate 
project (beginning with the erection of the first council estate at the turn of the last 
century), which will culminate in an examination of the multiple factors that shape
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current perceptions of it. The chapter will conclude by arguing that a poetry that 
engages with Lefebvre’s spatial triad is not only a new way of writing about this 
social-spatial context, but also the most appropriate.
Henri Lefebvre: A Biographical Sketch
In an introductory biographical note for a 1950 French publication, Lefebvre wrote 
the following (about himself in the third person):
Bom in 1901, of a family belonging to the middle class. A strong religious 
(Catholic) education. Youth tormented, rebellious, anarchistic. Found balance 
around his thirtieth year in and through Marxism. Has not followed a regular 
career, either University or otherwise. Currently in charge of the research in 
the Centre National de la Recherché Scientifique, sociology section. Sees 
philosophy as a critical conscience on real life. Places theatre above 
philosophy (as he conceives it, not as it is!). Has only accomplished a small 
part of the programme of life and work that he has planned. Doesn’t hope to 
arrive at the end.^
Lefebvre was indeed born in 1901, on 16 June in rural Hagetmau, France; and died in 
Navarrenx on 29 June 1991. He studied at the Sorbonne in the 1920s, and in Paris he 
became close to many of the prominent Dadaists and Surrealists, including Tristan 
Tzara and André Breton. Dissatisfied with the development of Surrealism he became
* Henri Lefebvre, ‘Connaissance et critique sociale’ (1950), quoted in Stuart Elden, Understanding 
Henri Lefebvre: Theory and the Possible (London and New York: Continuum, 2004), p. 1.
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a committed Marxist.^ In 1928 he joined the Parti communiste français (PCF -  The 
French Communist Party). In 1940 he published the anti-Stalinist Dialectical 
Materialism and that same year joined the French resistance. In 1947 he published 
the first book of his Critique o f Everyday Life series which was to have a significant 
impact on both the COBRA and Situationist International collectives. In the late 
1950s he was expelled/resigned from the PCF for his heterodox views, and thereafter 
became a keen critic of PCF. After spending time as a taxi-driver (the irregular career 
he eludes to in his note; he also did military service and worked in a factory) in 1961, 
Lefebvre became professor of sociology at the University of Strasbourg. He moved 
to Nanterre a few years later flanked by prominent former students such as Manuel 
Castells^ and Jean Baudrillard.'^ Lefebvre for a time became close with Guy Debord 
and the Situationists and had an influence on the May 1968 student revolt. In 
response to those riots he wrote The Right to the City. This work began his move 
towards thinking about the problem of alienation in a predominantly spatial way and 
culminated in what is now considered his most enduring work. The Production o f 
Space, in 1974 (not translated into English until 1991). After this publication, space 
remained a central preoccupation of his thought. In the late 1970s and ’80s he 
lectured a great deal in North America, significantly shaping the thought of a number 
of theorists: most notably that of the literary critic Frederic Jameson^ and the
 ^However, as Rob Shields points out, Lefebvre's early association with Dada and Surrealism ‘gave 
his Marxism some unexpected twists, such as its intense focus on alienation and opposition to 
economism.’ Rob Shields, Lefebvre, Love and Struggle: Spatial Dialectics (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1999), p. 1.
 ^Castells would go on to attack Lefebvrian thought in his Althusserian thesis. The Urban Question: A 
Marxist Approach (1972), trans. by Alan Sheridan (London: Edward Arnold, 1977).
 ^Baudrillard’s concept of hyperreality grows from Lefebvre’s concept of mystified consciousness. 
The essential difference between Lefebvre and his one time student is that for Lefebvre there is still a 
real to be located once consciousness is demystified, whereas in Baudrillard’s later development the 
real is no longer locatable, we have only simulacra. See Jean Baurdrillard, Simulacra and Simulation 
(1981), trans. by Sheila Faria Glacer (Ann Arbor, MI: Michigan University Press, 1991).
 ^See Frederic Jameson, Postmodernism, or the Logic o f Late Capitalism (London: Verso, 1991).
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geographers Edward Soja^ and David Harvey^ -  the latter is the leading advocate of 
the Right to the City movement. Rhythmanalysis is the last book Lefebvre published 
before he died. It is an examination of the rhythms of the city.^ Throughout his 
oeuvre and across disciplines, Lefebvre’s 1950 statement regarding philosophy as ‘a 
critical conscience on real life’ is persistently resonant -  his chief concern regarding 
space is the conflict between how space is conceived and how it is lived. His 
publications, though often digressive and at times repetitive, persistently interrogate 
the forces -  ideological, economic, spatial -  that obstruct the full flourishing of 
human existence as it is lived -  on the street, in the everyday. As aforementioned, 
Lefebvre’s bibliography is vast and wide-ranging; I aim here only to outline some 
facets of his thought that will be helpful in understanding his conceptions of space.
Dada and Surrealism
Lefebvre became involved with Dada when still a student. Dada began in Zurich, 
Switzerland. It involved a collective of artists and thinkers who responded, or 
protested, against what they saw as the meaningless carnage of the First World War 
by rejecting inherited standards of art, and questioning whether ‘the production of 
works of art or literature was any longer feasible, morally justifiable or socially 
worthwhile’.^  Their anti-art products and events were energised but nihilistic howls 
of rage that were, they felt, the only way to offer criticism of the times. For Lefebvre, 
Dada seemed ‘a solution to postwar malaise’, and he argued in his ‘Sept manifestes
 ^See Edward Soja, Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion o f Space in Critical Social Theory 
(London: Verso, 1989) and Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real and Imagined Places 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1996).
 ^See David Harvey, The Condition o f Postmodemity (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989).
® Elden, pp. 1-5.
 ^Robert Short, ‘Dada and Surrealism’, in Modernism: 1890-1930, ed. by Malcolm Bradbury and 
James McFarlane (London: Penguin, 1976; repr. 1991), pp. 292-310 (p. 292).
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dada’ of 1924 ‘that Dada had fragmented the structures that perpetuated the 
trivialisation of the lives of people’. ^  ^  Lefebvre intuited in Dada a fluctuation 
‘between absolute affirmation of life and absolute negation of everything that had 
gone before. Each cancelled out the other. But either way the absolute was made 
present: the boredom and meaninglessness of day-to-day existence was smashed by 
Dada’s nihilistic spirit in these “moments of presence” Before subscribing to 
dialectical materialism, Lefebvre in his youth had an interest in Romanticism, and 
Dada offered what Peter Bürger called the ‘modem sublime’*^ : ‘a mixture of awe and 
terror as our imagination and concepts fail to grasp experience.’ Although the 
‘spirit’ of Lefebvre’s writing was never nihilistic, this idea of a transcendent moment 
remained a fascination all his life.
The Eccentric Marxist
Surrealism, the predominantly French outgrowth of D ad a ,a l so  had an influence on 
Lefebvre -  especially its concept of considering oneself as an oeuvre, a ‘work’ in 
progress. Yet during his time with the Surrealists he became increasingly dissatisfied 
with what he saw as their personal and poetic revolt against the everyday. The 
‘moments’ were only achievable at special Surrealist (anti-)art events. Lefebvre 
detected not only snobbery in this, but also an unhelpful compartmentalising of 
experience that could never be tmly transformative.^^ The Surrealists, though, had
Shields, pp. 56-57.
“ Ibid., p. 58.
Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant Garde (1974), trans. by Michael Shaw (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1984), quoted in Shields, p. 57.
Shields, p. 57.
This is a popular view of Surrealism’s development. Robert Short, however, argues that Surrealism 
was in fact ‘heir to an indigenous tradition with its roots in Romanticism.’ Dada might have helped 
the ‘nascent Surrealists to cut free of their remaining inhibitions’ but Paris Dada was really ‘an 
unsuccessful graft onto what was already a healthy native growth.’ Short, p. 301.
I will discuss this in more detail in Chapter Two.
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introduced Lefebvre to Hegel, which as his dissatisfaction increased led him to 
Marxism. He remained a Marxist all his life. But just as Lefebvre desired to shift the 
Dada/Surrealist ‘moment’ away from the confines of the event into everyday life 
(and later space) he also sought to expand the Marxian dialectic into these new loci 
also. Consequently, Lefebvre developed a Humanistic Marxism^^ that did not restrict 
itself to addressing alienation via worker exploitation (the traditional focus preferred 
by the PCP).^^ Instead it examined a far more pervasive form of human 
estrangement.
Total Alienation
According to Rob Shields, who was the first academic to write a comprehensive 
monograph on Lefebvre’s work in English, what unites all of Lefebvre’s output 
‘from his first to most mature works -  is his deeply humanistic interest in alienation.’ 
For Lefebvre ‘[i]t is not technological progress, the absence of war, or ease of life, or 
even length of life, but the chance for a fully lived life that is the measure of a 
civilization’.^  ^In the ‘1884 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts’ Marx
identifies four kinds of Entfremdung -  estrangement or alienation: 19
1. the alienation of workers from the product they produce: the product becomes 
an objectification of labour;
For an introduction to Lefebvre’s ‘Humanist Marxism’ see his Dialectical Materialism (1939), 
trans. by John Sturrock (London: Jonathan Cape, 1968; repr. 1974).
Shields, p. 39.
Ibid., p. 2.
The issue of ‘alienation’ is still subject to debate among Marxists. Lefebvre’s view was that Marx 
did not leave behind the concept of ‘alienation’ in the writing of Capital, it is always present, just 
‘transformed into the theory of reification, of commodity fetishism, and fetishism of money and 
capital’. Elden, pp. 39-41.
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2. the alienation of productive activity itself, of process not just the result: the 
work is external to the worker;
3. the alienation of man as species-being, from his humanity: abstraction of 
individual life, turned into purpose of species life;
4. the alienation of man from other men, the commiunity: others seen by same 
(alienating) standards.^^
But for Lefebvre this alienation is not only found in the workplace but is present in 
all areas of life. He argues in Critique o f Everyday Life, Volume 1 that Marx’s view 
of alienation is not restricted to the workplace either: ‘the alienation of the worker by 
fragmented labour and machines is only one aspect of a larger -  total -  alienation 
which as such is inherent in capitalist society and in man’s exploitation of man’.^  ^
Moreover, this predicament of ‘exploitation’ and ‘mechanization’ of human beings, 
Lefebvre and Norbert Guterman argue, becomes ‘“mystified” {mystifié), or covered 
over with myths: people were actually convinced that they were living the “good 
life’” .^  ^In 1933 Lefebvre and Guterman claimed that
the very expression 'man" is drenched in mystification, because man has no 
real existence. Alienation, that real abstraction, that false life that exists only
This condensed schema comes from Elden, p. 42. For Marx’s original discussion of this, see Karl 
Marx, T844 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts’, in Early Writings (London: Penguin, 1975), 
pp. 322-30.
Henri Lefebvre, Critique ofEvetyday Life Vol. 1 (1947), trans. by John Moore (London: Verso, 
1991; repr. 2008), p. 37.
Shields, p. 40.
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through him and feeds on man -  the ‘human’ that has lost its way on the road 
towards his realization
And as Kristen Ross points out, this alienation has an inherently spatial dimension: 
‘[d]ilemmas of alienation highlight the twin poles of location and identity; to be 
alienated: to be displaced from oneself, to be foreign to oneself That is,
Lefebvre’s concept of alienation is an existential dis-location, a failure of our social- 
spatial being.
The Theory of Moments and the Importance of Everyday Life
‘Liberty’, Lefebvre states, ‘has to use the means and mediations offered to it by 
everydayness’, and ‘[i]t is formed by forming “moments’” .T h e s e  moments are 
instances of fully lived, fully human experience that rupture the pre-programmed 
monotony of our existence. ‘Moments are those times when one recognizes or has a 
sudden insight into a situation or an experience beyond the merely empirical routine 
of some activity. [...] A moment is a flash of the wider significance of some “thing” 
or event [and] its relation to the whole’. S u c h  moments should not be considered as 
individualistic or merely psychological.^^ For Lefebvre moments are ‘social 
relationships and forms of individual consciousness’ (emphasis added)^^ and as such 
demonstrate that ‘the individual is not separate from the social’. I n  some respects
^ Henri Lefebvre and Norbert Guterman, ‘Mystification: Notes for a Critique of Everyday Life’ 
(1933), in Key Writings, ed. by Stuart Elden, Elizabeth Lebas and Eleonore Kofman (London: 
Continuum, 2003), pp. 71-83 (p.75).
Kristen Ross, Fast Cars, Clean Bodies: Decolonization and the Reordering o f French Culture 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995; repr. 1996), p. 150, quoted in Shields, p. 41.
^  Henri Lefebvre, ‘The Inventory’ (1959), in Key Writings, pp. 166- 176 (p. 176).
“  Shields, p. 58.
Shields, p. 62.
Lefebvre, ‘The Inventory’, p. 174.
Ibid., p. 166.
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Lefebvre’s theory of moments looks back to the Surrealists who sought to create 
moments of uncensored authenticity in their artistic events.^^ However, as 
aforementioned, this kind of moment was ‘external to everyday life’ and thus 
limited. If artistic freedom is limited to art then it could not ‘bring a revolution into
31the mundane’. A moment can occur through ‘poetry’ but not through a poetry that 
excludes the everyday^^ because the ‘theory of moments’ is not ‘situated outside the 
everyday’. Rather, Lefebvre claims, it ‘can be seen as articulated with it by uniting 
with critique in order to introduce into it what is lacking to its r ic h n ess .T h u s  the 
moment is not a mystic escape from the everyday, but instead works in tandem with 
Lefebvre’s critique of its mystification. The moniènts recognise the interdependence 
of the personal and social, experiential and theoretical, bodily and cosmic. They are 
rooted in the lived experience of the everyday but can be instrumental in moving 
towards an ideal future of un-alienated existence, a differential space where right to 
difference supersedes capitalistic and authoritarian hegemony.
The Lefebvrian ‘moment’ exhibits some overlap with the modernist epiphanies of Marcel Proust, 
Virginia Woolf, and James Joyce. W oolf writes of ‘moments of being’ when she is ‘hardly aware of 
[her] self, but only of the sensation. [She is] only the container of the feeling of ecstasy, of the feeling 
of rapture.’ Virginia Woolf, ‘Sketch of the Past’ (1939-40), in Moments of Being: Autobiographical 
Writings (1976), ed. by Jeanne Schulkind, rev. edn (London: Pimlico, 2002), pp. 78-160 (p.79). Joyce 
describes in Stephen Hero how ‘[t]he soul of the commonest object, the structure of which is so 
adjusted, seems to us radiant. The object achieves it epiphany.’ James Joyce, Stephen Hero (New 
York: New Directions, 1944; repr. 1969), p. 213. What such descriptions, along with Proust’s famous 
madeleine experience, all share with Lefebvre’s ‘moment’ is that they are located in the everyday. 
However, as discussed above, Lefebvre’s theory differs in so much as it has strong social and political 
dimensions. That said, it is highly likely that Lefebvre was influenced by epiphanic modernism. As 
Elden points out, Lefebvre ‘recalls that it was reading Proust and other novelists around the same time 
he had the experience of the crucified sun that led to his “theory of moments”. This was in 1925 [...] 
before lefebvre encountered Marxism. It therefore illustrates how his understanding of historical 
materialism, though Marxist, exceeded and critiqued Marx on some points, notably on the question of 
time and the concomitant understanding of history.’ Elden, p. 175.
Shields, p. 58.
Lefebvre, ‘The Inventory’, p. 170. Lefebvre’s discusses 'the moment o f poetry' here, but a more 
interesting and instructive discussion of poetry and the everyday can be found in his discussion of 
Surrealism in Critique o f Everyday Life Vol. 1, pp. 103-29.1 will discuss this in more detail in Chapter 
Two.
Lefebvre, ‘The Inventory’, p. 176.
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Spaces of Alienation: Abstract and Contradictory
In Lefebvre’s view, the hegemony of capitalism and state apparatus disables our 
ability to live fully. This situation -  the emergence of capitalistic accumulation and 
the subsequent alienation referred to above -  occurs in our milieu rather than in 
previous trade economies not, Lefebvre argues, because wage labour replaces slave 
labour (as is often expounded) but because of the production of a secular space that 
can be commodified. Lefebvre’s diagnosis is that in the societies of late capitalism, 
space is dominated by the conceptual, by planning and architectural intentions that 
tend towards homogenisation, that are overly prescriptive and restrict the ability for 
human beings to live fully. Our space becomes increasing abstract. For Lefebvre,
Abstract space is not homogeneous; it simply has homogeneity as its goal, its 
orientation, its ‘lens’. And, indeed, it renders homogeneous. But in itself it is 
multiform. Its geometric and visual formants are complementary in their 
antithesis. They are different ways of achieving the same outcome: the 
reduction of the ‘real’, on the one hand, to a ‘plan’ existing in a void and 
endowed with no other qualities, and, on the other hand, to the flatness of a 
mirror, of an image, of pure spectacle under an absolutely cold gaze.^ "^
The arrival of abstract space is signalled for Lefebvre by modernist architects such as 
Le Corbusier, whose ‘machine for living in’^^  involves ‘a fracturing of space’ and 
‘corresponds to a disordering of elements wrenched from each other in such a way
^  Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 287.
Le Corbusier, Towards a New Architecture (1923), trans. by Frederick Etchells (New York: Dover, 
1986), p. 4.
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that the urban fabric itself -  the street, the city -  is also tom apart’ Le Corbusier 
said in 1929: ‘[w]e must kill the s t r e e tA b s t r a c t  space is at once unified and 
fragmented, and authoritarian and bmtal in its repression of difference. And as 
Lefebvre points out, space ‘that homogenizes thus has nothing homogeneous about 
it\3:
Therefore, as abstract space grows ever more fragmented it becomes, Lefebvre 
writes, contradictory. This is perhaps best exemplified geographically by the 
polarisation in urban planning towards on the one hand, peripheralisation -  that is, 
suburbs, housing estates; and on the other, the way that power is centralised in the 
city -  a ‘power which extends its arms all over social space’ As Lefebvre writes in 
Les contradictions de l ’État moderne, La dialectique de l ’État:
Social space became a collection o f ghettos: those of the elite, of the 
bourgeoisie, of the intellectuals, of the immigrant workers, etc. These ghettos 
are not juxtaposed, they are hierarchical, spatially representing the economic 
and social hierarchy, dominant and subordinated sectors."^ ®
And again in La pensée marxiste et la ville:
Ibid., p. 303.
Le Corbusier, quoted in Marshall Berman, AU That Is Solid Melts Into Air: The Experience o f  
Modernity (London and New York: Verso, 1982; repr. 1997), p. 168. However, although this 
architectural blueprint for the social housing of the 1950s and 1960s exemplifies the ‘visual logic’ of 
abstract space, its most insidious and pervasive late-capitalist product is that of private property. The 
urban for Lefebvre is collective; private property -  the ‘myth’ of the ‘lot’ -  stands in opposition to 
this. Shields, p. 177.
Lefebvre, The Production o f Space, p. 308.
Mario Rui Martins, ‘The Theory of Social Space in the Work of Henri Lefebvre’, in Urban Political 
Economy and Social Theory: Critical Essays in Urban Studies, ed. by Ray Forrest, Jeff Henderson 
and Peter Williams (Aldershot: Gower, 1982), pp. 160-85 (p. 171), quoted in Shields, p. 178.
Henri Lefebvre, Les contradictions de l'État moderne, La dialectique de l'État, Vol. 4 of four. De 
l'État (Paris: UGE, 1978), pp. 309-10, quoted in Shields, p. 178.
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Cities are transformed into a collection of ghettos where individuals are at 
once ‘socialed’, integrated, submitted to artificial pressures and constraints ... 
and separated, isolated, disintegrated. A contradiction which is translated into 
anguish, frustration and revolt."^ ^
Lefebvre’s comment above regarding ghettoisation and revolt is prescient in view of 
the French riots of 2005 (beginning in the banlieues) and the English riots of 1981, 
1985 and 2011 (the latter event I will return to later in this chapter). And the issue of 
how capitalist power ‘extends its arms all over social space’ is an important one. For 
capitalistic growth to continue, even the previously non-capitalist, marginalised 
spaces (such as council estates) must be colonised by the cult of relentless 
consumption. Public spaces are thus utilised for billboard advertising, as is the 
private space of the home via television advertising. Thus, even that which was 
traditionally seen as non-productive in monetary terms -  the domestic and the poor -  
becomes ruled by the profit margin. We recognise in this abstract/contradictory space 
the physical and conceptual environment that we still currently live in.
Lefebvre contrasts the abstract/contradictory space described above with what he 
calls differential space. This is the space of the future. It is Lefebvre’s ideal space, an 
equitable space of un-alienated, un-‘mystified’ consciousness; a space wherein 
people progress to the realisation of themselves as Nietzschean ‘total persons’ -  ‘all
Henri Lefebvre, Lm  pensée marxiste et la ville (Paris-Tournai: Casterman, 1972), p. 168, quoted in 
Shields, p. 178.
59
energies of matter and of life’"^  ^-  realising both themselves and their ‘real relations 
with fellow human beings’.D ifferential space is
the space of what socialism ought to be, a space that doesn’t look 
superficially different but that is different, different to its very core. It’s 
different because it celebrates bodily and experiential particularity, as well as 
the nonnegotiable “right to difference.
This right to difference by its nature rejects the homogenisation of abstract and 
contradictory space. Lefebvre, as ever, is far from clear or systematic in his thesis of 
how to transform the contradictory to the differential. However, one factor he sees as 
a barrier to this transformation is ‘people’s cooperation, docility and complicitous 
self-implication in systems of inequality’ Just as Marx argued that the structures of 
surplus value and market forces manipulate people so subtly that they are unaware of 
it, so too the production of space. We take things as given -  as the way things are -  
when they are in fact constructions. Thus, as Marx sought to reveal how and why the 
worker was alienated by capitalism by exposing the mechanisms of that process, so 
insight into, and possible liberation from, the alienation of space, might be achieved 
in a similar way. This will be the guiding principle of the poetry in the present work. 
Lefebvre’s emphasis on peripheralisation/ghettoisation and modernist architecture in 
the creation of abstract/contradictory space is of obvious relevance to the council 
estate and my present project, and I will address these issues in more specific detail
Henri Lefebvre, quoted in Andrew Merrifield, Henri Lefebvre: A Critical Introduction (Oxon and 
New York: Routledge, 2006), p. 162.
Merrifield, p. 162. 
^Ibid, p. 113. 
Shields, p. 184.
60
later in the main work. However, here I would first like to discuss the very particular 
way that Lefebvre conceives of space itself, and also how I will use this thinking in 
my own poetry.
The Production of Space and Lefebvre’s Triads
Lefebvre’s work on space signals a move away from thinking of a space solely as a 
geographical structure or of thinking synchronically about sociological issues around 
space (as demonstrated in the work of Edward T. Hall)."^  ^Instead Lefebvre, in The 
Production o f Space, investigates how space is actually produced. For Lefebvre 
space cannot be abstracted from our phenomenological experience of it. Yet our 
experience of space is always impacted upon by our own and others’ previous 
conceptions of that space. For instance, addressing the present work and some of the 
ideas about abstract/contradictory space discussed above, a council estate in Britain 
is a space conceived of by planners and architects. They will have decided in 
conjunction with local councils how the space will be organised: what kind of 
housing will be put up; what facilities will be present; how roads and walkways will 
be structured. These conceptions, to a degree, shape our experience. Yet our 
experiences, and consequently our behaviour, rarely comply fully with the 
conception. For instance, a slope for wheelchair users might become the favoured 
spot of skateboarders. These aspects of how a space is lived and conceived, Lefebvre 
would argue, are in endless dialogue, conflict, and negotiation; we cannot live purely 
in a space free from the taint of mental constructs about it. As Ian Davidson notes:
See Edward. T. Hall, The Hidden Dimension (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966). Lefebvre 
engages with Hall’s work at a number of points in The Production o f Space. See pp. 154, 166n., 217- 
18, 298.
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The sense of where we are is a combination of [...] immediate embodied 
experience and the concept of our location within a larger picture, shifting our 
perceptions from the phenomenologically encountered experience to the 
larger geographical and social structures we are part of/^
Conceptions of space should not be thought of solely in terms of technocracy, but 
also in terms of social hegemony: by what we think people from certain places are 
like via media and political discourses around such places, for instance, and what 
they should be like -  the realm of social engineering. These factors inform how we 
perceptually configure a space, or in Lefebvrian terminology, they inform our spatial 
practice.
Lefebvre strives to avoid his work becoming just another conceptual framework of 
space. Consequently he does not produce a ‘discourse’ but an exposure of ‘the actual 
production of space and the modalities of their genesis together within a single 
theory’ The book expounds a ‘spatial materialism, in which knowledge is situated 
and embodied, rather than an abstracted spatial theory’. Lefebvre’s thinking is a 
‘constant reflexive’ relating of ideas about and perceptions of space."^  ^In order to do 
this he creates a series of related triads^® which act as lenses through which to think
Ian Davidson, Ideas of Space in Contemporary Poetry (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 
33.
Lefebvre, The Production o f Space, p. 16.
Davidson, Ideas o f Space, p. 14.
Lefebvre’s approach to the dialectic generally rejects binarism, and uses three terms instead. But the 
way Lefebvre sees this third term as operating changes as his work progresses. Stuart Elden argues 
that ‘in his early works, Lefebvre sees the third term as being the result o f the dialectic, its product, 
but in later works [such as The Production of Space] seems to conceive of the three affecting each 
other simultaneously -  not prioritizing one term over another, and not looking for a transcension, a 
synthesis, a negation, but seeing the continual movement between them. The third term is a moment, 
an aspect of this movement’. Elden, p. 36. In terms of my argument here, I argue that spatial practice 
does involve synthesis, and it is such a synthesis that the reader is invited to make from the poetry in
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about the production of space. The predominant triad is divided into representations 
o f space, spaces o f representation and spatial practice.
Representations o f Space
Representations o f space refers to ‘the space of scientists, planners, urbanists, 
technocratic subdividers and social engineers’; those who ‘identify what is lived and 
what is perceived with what is conceived’. I t  is ‘the dominant space in any 
society’ and is ‘in thrall to both knowledge and power’ and its preferred ideology. 
These are often combined in a ‘(social-spatial) practice’ -  Lefebvre points to 
classical perspective and planners that assign ‘an exact spot to each activity’ as 
examples of this. ‘Representation’, writes Andrew Merrifield, ‘implies the world of 
abstraction, what’s in the head rather than the body’^^  and it ‘leaves only the 
narrowest leeway’ to the lived spaces of representation. It should not be considered 
synonymous with the abstract/contradictory space discussed earlier but the overlap is 
apparent.
Spaces o f Representation
This is ‘space as directly lived". It is the everyday space ‘of the “inhabitants” and 
“users”, but also of some artists [...] who describe and aspire to do no more than 
describe. This is the dominated -  and hence passively experienced -  space which the
this thesis. But, following the trend of Lefebrve’s later thought, I do not view this synthesis as 
permanent; rather it is a constantly evolving perceptual experience in persistent negotiation with 
representations o f spaces and spaces of representation.
Lefebvre, The Production o f Space, p. 38.
Ibid., pp. 38-39.
Ibid., p. 50.
^Ibid., p. 45.
Merrifield, p. 109.
Lefebvre, The Production o f Space, p. 50.
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imagination seeks to change and appropriate’.^  ^It is ‘alive: it speaks. It has an 
effective kernel or centre: Ego, bed, bedroom, dwelling, house [...]. It embraces the 
loci of passion, of action and of lived situations [...] it is essentially qualitative, fluid 
and dynamic’. T h i s  is the embodied space of subjective human experience, the 
space of everyday life. Merrifield argues that ‘[Ijived space is elusive, so elusive that 
thought and conception want to master it, need to appropriate and dominate it’.^  ^But 
if this can be resisted it is the ground from which ‘moments’ -  of insight, 
illumination, revolution -  emerge. In other words, spaces of representation are both 
the present and potential space -  the quotidian ‘space as it is’, and ‘space as it might 
be, as a space of actualization.’^ ^
Spatial Practice
This is ‘how a society secretes that society’s space’. V i a  a dialectical process 
spatial practices construct our perceptions of our world. Under late capitalism it 
‘embodies association, within perceived space, between daily reality (daily routine) 
and urban reality (the routes and networks which link up the places set aside for 
work, “private” life and l e i s u r e ) B u t  Lefebvre stresses the point that this 
‘association is a paradoxical one, because it includes the most extreme separation 
between the places it links together’ Spatial practice is cohesive but not necessarily 
coherent (as in being intellectually conceptualised); it combines the lived and 
conceived but, as Merrifield points out, Lefebvre is vague about how this is
Ibid., p. 39.
Lefebvre, The Production o f Space, p. 42. 
Merrifield, p. 110.
^  Davidson, Ideas of Space, p. 32.
Lefebvre, The Production o f Space, p. 38. 
Ibid.
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achieved, ‘about how spatial practices keep representations of space and spaces of 
representation together, yet apart’.L e febvre  says that it is something that for each 
‘society member’ could ‘only be evaluated empirically’.^  ^Lefebvre states its 
predominant function of spatial practice is ‘the reproduction of social relations’ it 
is such reproduction that my poetry seeks to disrupt. Via collage techniques, my 
poetry aims to combine lived and conceived perspectives in a dialectic that the reader 
is invited to synthesise in order to transform perception. Via this intervention into 
spatial practice I aim at least partially to reveal the subtle forces at work in the 
production of this space, and rupture ideological, political, architectural, and media 
hegemony of the estate.^^
However, using Lefebvre’s triadic theory of space to do this is not without problems. 
Just as abstract space does not equate always and directly to representations of space, 
so too must all of Lefebvre’s definitions be treated as unstable, in flux -  lest they 
become mere ‘representations’ of space themselves and ‘lose[...] all force’ 
Lefebvre’s own definitions and explanations of these key loci resist any attempt to 
simply map them on to each other.^^ Shields claims that by ‘not succeeding in 
clarifying key points about this three-part dialectics of space’ the work must be seen 
in some respects as a failure.^^ On the other hand, the inherent instability of the 
equations is, as Marie R. Huie-Jolly comments, part of ‘a dynamic synthesis of
^Merrifield,p. 111.
Lefebvre, The Production o f Space, p. 38.
^^Ibid., p. 50.
I will discuss this in more detail in Chapters Two and Three.
Ibid., p. 40.
® For instance, Lefebvre introduces three sets of triads in total: the aforementioned spatial practice- 
representations of space-spaces of representation triad; the perceived space-conceived space-lived 
space triad; and the physical space-mental space-social space triad. These triads are all closely 
interrelated but are not always completely interchangeable.
™ Shields, p. 144.
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transformation that places value on movement between three foci, as an alternative to 
the dualism of binary opposition. [Lefebvre’s] irritating contradictions are indicative 
of his distaste for a taxonomy that separates and defines’. J u s t  as Lefebvre’s use of 
a triadic lens to begin with speaks to a refusal of the binary and the Cartesian, the 
segmenting of mind and body, concept and experience, so Lefebvre’s use of more 
than one triad serves to further destabilise any resting into any one theoretical 
position. It is not in the remit of this thesis to add to the studies (Shields, Elden, 
Merrifield) that investigate the minute differences and disharmonies inherent in the 
triads; rather I see these equations, as Ian Davidson does, as ‘possibilities or 
directions towards definitions, which are always made indeterminate by their 
application to any event.’ “^I will discuss some of these indeterminacies as they 
become relevant in my discussion of the poems later in the thesis. Huie-Jolly claims 
that these loci ‘morph’ and ‘shift in the lenses of various users’. I  use the 
representations of space-spaces of representation-spatial practice triad and the 
conceived-lived-perceived triad interchangeably in this thesis when appropriate. 
Although the two triads do not exactly map on to each other there is considerable
Mary R. Huie-Jolly, ‘Formation of Self in Construction of Space: Lefebvre in Winnicott’s 
Embrace’, Constructions o f Space I: Theory, Geography and Narrative, ed. by Jon L. Berquist and 
Claudia V. Camp (New York and London: Clark, 2007), pp. 51-67 (p. 56).
Davidson, Ideas of Space, p. 35. Ian Davidson has previously read the poetry of Peter Riley and Lee 
Harwood through the lens of Lefebvre’s spatial triad. See, respectively. Ideas o f Space, pp. 33-39 and 
‘Nowhere Else— The Later Poems’, in The Salt Companion to Lee Harwood, ed. by Robert Sheppard 
(Cambridge: Salt, 2007), pp. 195-206. The two significant differences between my work and 
Davidson’s are, firstly, that the poems he discusses (of both Riley and Harwood) are not directly 
concerned with urban space or municipal planning. And secondly, and most importantly, he does not, 
to my knowledge, apply Lefebvrian theory explicitly in his own poetic practice as I do in this thesis. 
An earlier Lefebvrian analysis of poetry in relation to place is carried out by the geographer N. R.
Fyfe in his ‘Contested Visions of a Modern City: Planning and Poetry in Post-War Glasgow’, 
Environment and Planning A, 28 (1996), 387-403. In this article Fyfe discusses the conflicting master 
plans (representations of space) of central and local government for the rebuilding of Glasgow in 
relation to how the material manifestation of such plans were responded to by a selection of poets 
(Stephen Mulrine, Maurice Lindsay, Edwin Morgan, Adam McNaughton, Tom McGrath and Tom 
Wright). He does this in order ‘to illuminate the consequences of the modernisation process for the 
lived spaces of the city’ (Fyfe, p. 387). However, Fyfe’s analysis makes no mention of spatial practice 
-  he uses Lefebvre’s theory in a binary rather than triadic way. Moreover, Fyfe’s article makes no 
mention of how the poetry itself might act as in instrument in reconfiguring perception.
Huie-Jolly, p. 51.
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overlap (evidenced by Lefebvre’s use of the terms ‘lived’ and ‘conceived’ in his 
explication of spaces of representation and representations of space, respectively)/'^ I 
adopt an approach that investigates the discrepancies between how the council estate 
is conceived and how it is lived, and bring these into deliberate dialogue in my 
poetry. While remaining aware of how the poetry itself can slip between being a 
representation of space and a space of representation, I hope the poems here will act 
as sites from which a reader can participate in a renewed spatial practice of the 
council estate.
PART 2
How Is Lefebvre’s Theory Relevant to the Council Estate?
At the heart of Lefebvre’s triadic understanding of space is a recognition of the 
conflict between how a space is conceived and how it is lived, a conflict that is 
negotiated with varying degrees of success by each individual’s spatial practices. 
Lefebvre developed this triadic thinking in response to the times he lived in -  that is, 
in response to the politics, architecture, town planning and social engineering of the 
twentieth century. Is there a better twentieth century example than the council estate 
of the discrepancy between how a space was conceived and how it is lived? In many 
ways I think that the council estate is the Lefebvrian space. It has its utopian roots in 
the thought of Robert Owen (among others) who was an influence on Marx himself, 
and perhaps finds it most vilified physical embodiment in the sub-modernist high- 
rises that Lefebvre saw as signalling the beginning of the contradictory
Lefebvre, The Production of Space, pp. 38-39. And a page later Lefebvre explicitly equates the 
triads: ‘[t]he perceived -  conceived -  lived triad (in spatial terms: spatial practice, representations of 
space, representational spaces)’. Ibid., p. 40.
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hegemony/fragmentation of abstract space. The council estate has historically been 
imagined as both paternalistic utopia and a pacifying safeguard against revolution. 
But directed by whatever motivation (it was often a mixture), it was always a space 
created/or not by the proletariat. From the turn of the century to the present day, 
from housing the poor to council estate culture, the issue of estates was and is 
persistently positioned as a problem in dominant political and media discourses. It is 
essentially a problem of a perpetual incongruence between the conceived and the 
lived, and the resulting political and media manipulations of the spatial practices that 
spring from this -  governing the perceptions of those both inside and outside the 
estate. Thus, it is the argument of this thesis that the council estate is a space for 
which Lefebvre’s theories hold a great deal of relevance, and where the development 
of a Lefebvrian poetic practice committed to exposing the production of that space is 
vitally needed.
The Council Estate: A Biographical Sketch
Just as it was not my aim to provide a thorough and comprehensive discussion of 
Lefebvre’s oeuvre, neither is it my aim here to offer such a discussion of the history 
of the council estate. However, the remainder of this chapter will outline the pivotal 
points in this history, placing them in a political, economic, and sociological context, 
so as to illustrate why Lefebvrian theory might be a suitable tool to utilise when 
attempting to write poetry about this most over-conceptualised of spaces. As with 
certain aspects of Lefebvre’s theory, certain aspects of the council estate (for 
example, architecture) will be addressed in more depth and detail in relation to 
specific poems later in the thesis.
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A Solution to the Slums
The idea of the council estate arose in response to the slums. The slum environment 
emerged in the 1800s as a result of the Industrial Revolution when large numbers of 
poor people became concentrated in urban areas. Slums ‘had degrees of pollution, 
overcrowding, infestation, disease and lack of water and sanitation hardly credible to 
anyone reared in the later twentieth cen tu ryH ow ever ,  for much of the nineteenth 
century issues of sanitation and public health were greeted apathetically -  they 
‘seemed’, according to Alison Ravetz, ‘to be of relatively minor importance when set 
beside the contemporary achievements of industry and commerce’ This only began 
to change with two severe outbreaks of cholera. The first, in 1832, caused concern 
among some upper-middle-class Victorians, but it was the second outbreak in 1848 
that initiated the first Public Health Act. This was the first piece of government 
legislation aimed at improving the conditions of the poor. Many further and more 
far-reaching acts followed. Yet the disparity between rich and poor in Victorian 
society remained vast, and much of the state intervention such as ‘bye-law’ housing 
(resulting from the Public Health Act of 1875) did not affect the poorest people.^^
However, the negative connotations of the slums were not restricted to the physical 
environment itself, but also the behaviour of the people who inhabited these 
environments (this question of ‘place or people?’ will continue throughout the life of 
the council estate). In 1883 the Congregationalist minister, Andrew Meams, wrote an
Alison Ravetz, Council Housing and Culture: The History o f a Social Experiment (Oxen and New  
York: Routledge, 2001; repr. 2008), p. 20.
William Ashworth, The Genesis o f Modern British Town Planning: A Study in Economic and Social 
History of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (London: RKP, 1954), p. 65, quoted in Ravetz, p. 
20.
Such bye-laws ‘come down to us in the form of present-day building regulations’. Ravetz, pp. 9-11, 
and 21.
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exposé of slum conditions that exhibited compassion, but also in places a strong 
sense of ‘moral panic’’* that ‘THIS TERRIBLE FLOOD OF SIN AND MISERY IS 
GAINING ON UPON US’ (capitalisation in the original)™ -  ‘us’ being the 
‘respectable’ Victorian society who were becoming increasingly outnumbered by the 
working-classes/^ Perhaps the most vivid portrait of this ‘sin and misery’ can found 
in Arthur Morrison’s 1896 novel, A Child o f the Jago. The Jago was based on the 
notorious slum Old Nichol Street Rookery, in the East End of London. In Morrison’s 
words it is the story of a ‘boy, who, but for his environment, would have become a 
good citizen’.H ow ever, it is the social environment rather than the squalid housing 
that forms the focus of the book. Lefebvre consistently argued that space is not 
merely geographical or physical (i.e., buildings) but is socially produced, and it is the 
social aspects of the slum space that impede the life of the protagonist, Dicky Perrot 
who is killed in a Jago brawl before he becomes an adult. By the end of the novel the 
Jago is being destroyed, and new housing is being built.
The housing that replaced Old Nichol Rookery (aka the Jago) was Boundary Estate -  
the first council estate; that is the first estate built directly by a local authority. And 
the novel, along with other commentaries quoted above, illustrate that the on-going 
debate over whether it is the place or the people who are the problem with council 
estates can be traced back to similar discussions of the slums. Socialist John Bums, 
for instance, said of the slums: ‘it is not always the pigsty, it is sometimes the pig.
Ravetz, p. 24.
Andrew Mearns, The Bitter Cry of Outcast London: An Inquiry into the Condition o f the Abject 
Poor (1883), ed. with an intro, by Anthony S. Wohl (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1970), p. 
56. Both Ravetz (p. 24) and Hanley (p. 53) discuss Mearns’s book.
However, as Anthony S. Wohl points out, 'The Bitter Cry directed attention to overcrowding and 
relationship between the open market level of rents and working-class wages. In so doing it made the 
housing question a controversial and eventually integral part of the apparatus of the developing 
welfare state.’ Anthony S. Wohl, ‘Introduction’, in Mearns, pp. 9-50 (p. 37).
Arthur Morrison, A Child o f the Jago (1896) (London: MacGibbon & Kee, 1969), p. 15.
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that is to blame’ In a variety of different guises this argument would be made 
repeatedly throughout the discussion of council estates in the twentieth century. It is 
the kind of binary that Lefebvre abhorred, a binary that indicated a complete 
misunderstanding of how space is produced, a simplistic equation that ignores the 
complex socio-spatial forces at work in Victorian society. This comment by Bums 
also speaks to how the working class were and are sometimes viewed even by those 
on the middle-class left -  that is, feckless creators of pigsties in need of social 
improvement. Similarly patronising, if well-meaning, attitudes inform many of the 
future conceptions of working-class space -  a conception often at odds with 
working-class lived experience. Furthermore, many of the new buildings were 
recognisably upgraded shelter for the poor. Thus, the buildings became stigmatised. 
This becomes another prevailing problem of the council estate in general, and speaks 
to how ideas we have about a space infiltrate the way we see them -  there is no pure 
perception, only that which is socially produced.
Council Estate as Utopia
The tenements built by charitable associations and businesses were properties that 
can be seen to have been erected in the spirit of ‘Victorian evangelism’ and 
‘philanthropic c a p i t a l i sm T h e y  were informed perhaps paradoxically by Christian 
notions of charity and a ‘compassionate’ approach to business. The Boundary Estate 
was formed in a similar mould, and is not really indicative of what we currently think 
of as a council estate. It was not the model that would be used for the mass housing 
that would take place after the First World War and then again in its modernist 
period after the Second World War. Both these kinds of housing estates have their
John Burns, quoted in Ravetz, p. 22. 
^ Ravetz, p. 34.
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roots in the visionary ideals of a utopian space (although Raymond Unwin and Le 
Corbusier would disagree over the physical manifestation of such a space).
The first precursors to the idea of council estate-as-utopia, such as Robert Owen’s 
model village and Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City, emerged during the Victorian 
period from intellectual climate informed by a mix of liberal idealism, the arts, 
Christian Socialism, Eastern mysticism, American Transcendentalism, and the ideas 
of John Ruskin and William Morris’s Arts and Crafts movement.Some aspects of 
these utopian sentiments and thoughts can be found encapsulated in Edward 
Bellamy’s hugely influential novel of 1887, Looking Backward 2000-1887.
The utopian vision of the future that Bellamy recounts in his fantastical novel is an 
ideological response to the kind of squalor and depravity described by Morrison. In 
the novel Bellamy recounts the story of a man who is put into a trance in 1887 only 
to wake in the year 2000 to find an American society of social equality. There is no 
poverty, no rich or poor. This is achieved by making the state the central capitalist 
and having everyone work for the state in an industrial army. It is not hard now to 
recognise the totalitarian implications of this and in hindsight, one can see, in some 
of the more nationalistic passages, the omen of Nazi Germany. But the life described 
in the novel, especially in the Victorian period, was hugely alluring for the idealistic. 
In Bellamy’s future, money is abolished, and everyone has equal state credit.
^ Ruskin wrote proto-Marxist tracts on the dehumanising effects of the industrial revolution on the 
workforce as well as providing the money for Octavia Hill’s venture of slum management -  although 
Hill herself was a Conservative. William Morris, who, like Marx, believed ‘that the pre-ordained 
agent of revolution was the industrial working class, [...] held that this class must be educated before it 
could bring about a society where labour became dignified and its products beautiful.’ This differed 
from Ruskin in the sense that ‘Ruskin believed social redemption would have to come through 
recreation of true art, [whereas] for Morris, art was the expression rather the determinant of society’. 
Nonetheless, there was a significant overlap in the theories of the two men and both significantly 
coloured the utopian intellectual climate of the period. Ravetz, p. 57.
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Domestic work is also abolished, as people live more communally with young adults 
doing menial jobs until beginning a profession; this means that women are 
‘allow[ed]’^^  to pursue careers until childbirth; education is universal, and everyone 
can retire at the age of forty-five. But one of the most significant passages in terms of 
the effect it had on housing and town planning comes in a sermon given by a pastor 
on how these inhabitants of the future (and imagined year 2000) ended up in this 
ideal place:
It is not necessary to suppose a moral new birth of humanity, or a wholesale 
destruction of the wicked and survival of the good, to account for the fact 
before us. It finds a simple and obvious explanation in the reaction of a 
changed environment upon human nature.^^
This utopia was not created by a new morality but by a new environment. This idea 
would prove to be infectious, and lead to the creation of the Garden City.
The creator of the Garden City, Ebenezer Howard, was hugely influenced by 
Bellamy’s book. In a bid to create such an environment that would positively affect 
human nature, in 1898 he published a book called Tomorrow: a Peaceful Path to 
Real Reform', this book was re-issued in 1902 as Garden Cities o f Tomorrow. The 
Garden City was to combine the best of rural and urban dwelling, minus the 
drawbacks of both. It would be an ideal environment that would bring about ‘a new
^ Edward Bellamy, Looking Backward 2000-1887 (1887), ed. by Robert C. Elliott (Boston; Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1966), p. 155.
Ibid., p. 174.
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sense of freedom and joy’ Howard’s intention was no less than to reorder society, 
by depopulating the cities into these new ‘town-country’ settlements, with a cross- 
section of people that would behave in an ‘enlightened manner’ toward each other/^ 
The first Garden City in Letch worth opened in 1903; its planners and architects were 
Barry Parker and Raymond Unwin.
Howard’s Letchworth was the culmination of several years of planning, 
persuasion and hard fund-raising to realize his vision of a clean and green city 
in which a small township of 10,000 people or so would flourish in clean air, 
privacy and space, eventually growing into a vast network of co-operative 
communities in which every citizen had an equal stake.^^
The Garden City of Letchworth was again not a housing for the poorest, but both 
Howard’s idea of a self-contained community that was neither town nor country, and 
Raymond Unwin’s ideas of what constituted a suitable home had a huge influence on 
the first major council housing program: David Lloyd George’s ‘Homes for Heroes’ 
campaign. In the two long poems that close the poetry collection of this thesis, ‘Cell 
and World’ and ’46 Years’, I use quotations from Garden Cities o f To-morrow and 
the Tudor Walters Report (in which Unwin’s ideas are prominent) and juxtapose 
them with descriptions of the lived experience of a modem council estate and house 
respectively. I do this, guided by Lefebvre’s spatial theory, in an attempt to place the 
conceived and lived spaces of the council estate in dialogue. The poetry seeks to 
reveal the idealism that generated aspects of these places whilst exposing some of the
^ Ebenezer Howard, quoted in Ravetz, p. 51.
Ravetz, p. 51. 
Hanley, p. 57.
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discrepancies between these ideals and the final material result and consequent lived
90experience.
In ‘Cell and World’ I also use quotations from political discourse following WWI, 
because in the end it was not compassion and idealism which pushed through the 
first mass housing for the working class but fear of revolution. As Mark Swenarton 
writes:
The creation of a mass army (in Britain, five million men by 1918) 
transformed the relationship between government and working class: as the 
Home Office told the cabinet in London, ‘in the event of rioting, for the first 
time in history the rioters will be better trained than the troops
After the end of the First World War, and with the Russian Revolution still fresh in 
the memory of the upper classes, a series of strikes across the country led the 
Conservative elder, Walter Long, to note that ‘there was no doubt that we were up 
against a Bolshevist movement in London, Glasgow and elsewhere’. A  commission 
was set up to investigate what the chief causes of unrest were: housing turned out to 
be a chief concern. Thus the government turned to the Garden City movement and to 
Raymond Unwin in particular for a solution. Unwin was one of the main architects of 
the Tudor Walters Report on good housing. It stipulated in exacting detail that 
houses should have three bedrooms, a living room, and a scullery overlooking a 
garden where mothers involved in domestic chores could keep an eye on their
^  I discuss this in greater detail in Chapter Three,
Mark Swenarton, Building the New Jerusalem: Architecture, Housing and Politics 1900-1930 
(Bracknell: BRE Press, 2008), p. 3.
Walter Long, quoted in Swenarton, p. 48.
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children. It also stressed the importance of building to maximise available sunlight.^^ 
This became the high-standard (if again, prescriptive) blueprint for the houses built 
in the first wave of council estates of which Becontree Estate in London is the largest 
example. The construction of these homes was ‘spun’ by the government as a fitting 
reward for the working-class soldiers who had risked their lives for the country. 
However, ‘the main purpose of the [housing] campaign was to prove to the returning 
‘heroes’ and others that there was no need to resort to revolution in order to improve 
the conditions of life’.^ "^  Thus one revolutionary idea, that of the utopian 
environment, was effectively used to quell another. The council house as pacifier. Of 
course, as soon as the threat of an uprising was deemed to have passed, the building 
of such opulent homes as Unwin prescribed ceased and progressively cheaper and 
less considered housing was put up. This brief co-habitation of fearful government 
and spatial idealists was over. I end my poem ‘Cell and World’ with a quotation from 
the Municipal Journal, who noted in 1922 that the government was no longer going 
to be ‘led astray by visionaries’.^  ^Nonetheless, the idea of the satellite estate on the 
periphery of town was a persistent one and Unwin’s style of housing, in a watered- 
down form, was used across the country not only on estates but also in the New 
Towns. These architectural and planning ideas changed the landscape of the country 
permanently. The early houses provided very good homes for those lucky enough to 
be housed in them, and even the later, cheaper homes provided far superior quality 
dwelling to the slums. However, the ideals that infused the creation of these
See Sir Jon Tudor Walters, Sir Charles Allom, Frank Baines, James Boyton, William Fairley 
G. Mario Reed, J. Walker Smith, James Squires, Raymond Unwin, Sir Aston Webb, Report o f the 
Committee appointed by the President of the Local Government Board and the secretary fo r  Scotland 
to consider questions of building construction in connection with the provision o f dwellings fo r  the 
working classes in England and Wales, and Scotland (1918). I discuss this further, in relation to my 
poem ‘Cell and World’, in Chapter Three.
Swenarton, p. 43.
Municipal Journal, 31 (1922), quoted in Swenarton, p. 54.
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settlements sought the creation of happy and enlightened communities. Yet often, 
and this became a reoccurring issue with satellite estates, old communities were 
broken up. Residents on the new estates had the privilege of indoor plumbing, but 
had no family or friends nearby and consequently felt lonely and isolated. 
Furthermore, these improvements in working-class housing in no way altered the 
vast inequality of British society at the time. In Lefebvrian terms these peripheral 
working-class settlements signal the beginnings of space becoming contradictory, 
with these new estates ‘spatially representing the economic and social hierarchy, 
dominant and subordinated s e c t o r s . I t  is the vast array of aesthetic, social and 
political cross-currents -  revolutionary idealism, industrial action and governmental 
strategy -  discussed above that the my poems attempt to address. ‘Cell and World’ 
and ’46 Years’ aim to interrogate the relationship between these ideological and 
historical factors and there effects on the lives of present-day council estate 
inhabitants.
Modernism and the Welfare State
The first two long poems in the collection, however, ‘The Brutalist School’ and 
‘Ronan Point’, are concerned with later developments in the council estate program -  
namely those related to modernist architecture. In 1947 the Labour Party won a 
landslide victory, and council housing became, along with other aspects of the 
Welfare State such as health care, an ideological imperative. The chief orchestrator 
of the creation of the Welfare State was Aneurin Bevan. Bevan’s vision of the council 
estate was not as housing for the poor but a modem village of premium dwellings that
^ Lefebvre, Les contradictions de l'État moderne, La dialectique de l'État, quoted in Shields, p. 178.
77
would be a ‘kind of mixed-tenure utopia’ For Bevan it was entirely undesirable that 
on modem housing estates only one type of citizen should live’.^  ^Bevan’s ideas 
around mixed tenure speak to an understanding of how spaces are socially produced. 
However it became yoked with another utopian vision: that of modemist 
architecture. When, in 1947, the slum-clearance programme at Glasgow was looking 
for architectural inspiration, they travelled to Marseille to visit Le Corbusier’s Unité 
d ’habitation, his first mass housing block representing the physical embodiment of 
the idea expressed in his 1923 text Vers une architecture {Towards A New 
Architecture in English translation) that the ‘house is a machine for living in’.^  ^Over 
the twenty years following this trip to Marseille, three-hundred high-rise blocks were 
built in Glasgow, and this type of architecture was to become synonymous with council 
housing in Britain. But despite the revolutionary ideas that informed it and its embrace 
by socialism in both West and East, the modemist architecture of Ludwig Mies van 
der Rohe, Walter Gropius and Le Corbusier himself signals to Lefebvre the arrival of 
the dominance of abstract space, wherein the ‘machine for living in’ is not a site of 
‘spiritual nourishment’ but of spatial fracture. In this ultra-planned environment 
where ‘elements [are] wrenched from each other’, Lefebvre saw the disordering and 
destmction of the genuinely urban.
I address the conflict between modemist architectural ideals and lived experience in 
my poem ‘The Brutalist School’. The poem is about the council estate-located school 
that I attended. The prize-winning late modemist stmcture was locally maligned in
Hanley, p. 90.
Aneurin Bevan, quoted in Jones, Chavs, p. 34.
^  Le Corbusier, Towards a New Architecture, p. 4. 
Hanley, p. 85.
Lefebvre, The Production o f Space, p. 303.
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such a way that suggested potential a gap between the space as conceived and lived 
(to return to Lefebvre’s terms). Again using quotations (this time from an 
architectural manifesto and campaign report) about the conceptions of the space 
juxtaposed with lyric fragments detailing lived experience (discussed in detail in 
Chapter Two), the poem attempts to reconfigure the reader’s spatial practice.
Whether one subscribes to Lefebvre’s view of Le Corbusier’s space or not, in the 
end both the ideals of the Swiss architect-visionary and the mixed-tenure ideals of 
Bevan were compromised. In 1951 Harold Macmillan launched his ‘Great Housing 
Crusade’. However, the Conservative Prime Minister’s scheme to build a large number 
of properties very quickly (a prominent part of the Conservative’s election-winning 
campaign was the promise of building more than 300,000 homes a year), unfortunately 
compromised Bevan’s ideal of municipal homes being ‘as desirable as those in the 
private sector’. H a n l e y  argues that whereas ‘Bevan feared building quickly in case he 
built new slums, Macmillan seemed less bothered by this prospect, and passed this 
crucial lack of foresight into the very fabric of the council-housing landscape’. B y  the 
1960s, council housing was not something affiliated with a fine home (that one waited 
many years for) in the way it was in its early (quality-monitored) development, but was 
to be seen as something to avoid at best, and seen only as a stepping stone to private 
ownership at worst. Although some (later vilified) estates such as Park Hill were 
genuine architectural exemplars, many of the high-rise blocks built were done so 
cheaply and shoddily. As Roland Barthes wrote, ‘architecture is always dream and
Hanley, p. 91. 
'"'Ibid.
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function, expression of a utopia and instrument of a convenience’ And it was in 
treating architecture only as an ‘instrument of convenience’ that the most horrific 
outcome of this combination of modernism and comer-cutting, speed-building 
occurred: the case of Ronan Point. I address this building in the poetry collection itself 
and will discuss it at greater length in Chapter Two. Suffice to say here that socialist 
and modemist ideals were both betrayed in this instance for the sake of money and 
political currency. (In the poem I again juxtapose found materials, but here I draw 
attention to political decision making and poor building practice rather than the ideals of 
an architect). The result in this case was not only loss of homes but the loss of lives, and 
it permanently altered the way that many saw council housing, and for many signalled 
the end of any positive view of the high rise.
The Right to Buy
In 1980 Margaret Thatcher proclaimed:
We’ve set in hand the sale of council houses and flats. We have to move this 
country in a new direction to create a wholly new attitude of mind.^^^
The new Conservative govemment’s Right to Buy policy enabled tenants to buy their 
own council houses at a reduced rate. The Conservative ideal was not mixed-tenure 
state utopias but a property-owning democracy. The emphasis was not on community 
or even society (‘there is no such thing as society’, Thatcher famously remarked^^^) but
Roland Barthes, ‘The Eiffel Tower’, in The Eiffel Tower and Other Mythologies, trans. by Richard 
Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1979), pp. 3-17 (p. 6).
Margaret Thatcher, BBC News, 3 October 1980.
Margaret Thatcher, interviewed by Douglas Keay, ‘Aids, Education, and the Year 2000!’, 
Woman’s Own, 31 October 1987, pp. 8-10. A re-transcribed version can be accessed at the Margaret
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on individualism. Council housing was seen as a rung on a ladder that leads somewhere 
else, somewhere better. Far from the ideal new community of the Garden City, the 
estate was something to get off and away from. Therefore, those who could afford to 
did. Hanley among others on the left argue that this was responsible for ghettoising 
many estates (creating the very environment Bevan strove to avoid); whereas those on 
the right such as James Bartholomew see the Right to Buy as a positive thing -  he 
connects ownership with having a greater stake in the building and thus a greater will to 
‘protect their territory’ against graffiti and vandalism.^®  ^However, one of the chief 
reasons for the creation of council housing was that many people could not afford to 
buy their own home. The human geographer Danny Dorling points out that the number 
of households able to take on a mortgage has been falling since 1991, and predicts that 
mass home ownership is a thing of the past in Britain. In the future fewer and fewer 
of us will own our own homes, whether they are ex-council properties or not -  we 
simply will not be able to afford it. Of course, for Lefebvre, ideas of owning one’s 
‘private lot’ is the most insidious form of abstract space -  it reduces the ‘real’ to a piece 
of ‘real estate’; an instrument of the mystified consciousness, it gives people a stake not 
in their own community but in the preservation of their own oppression.
The Right to Buy policy was popular: by 1987 over a million council tenants had 
bought their homes via this route. However, Thatcher’s ‘new attitude of mind’ did not
Thatcher Foundation site. Available at:
http://www.margaretthatcher.org/speeches/displaydocument.asp?docid= 106689 [accessed 5 August 
2012] (para. 82 of 121).
James Bartholomew, The Welfare State We’re In (London: Politico’s, 2004; repr. 2006), p. 245. 
Danny Dorling, So You Think You Know About Britain? (London: Constable, 2011), p. 224. This 
assertion is supported by a recent study from Cambridge University. The study claims that if the 
economy remains stagnant home ownership will continue to fall to 21%  by 2025 (compared with 45% 
in 1993-94, and 35% at present). See Toby Helm and Tegan Rodgers, ‘Renting to be “way of life” for 
young UK families’. Observer, 10 June 2012, p. 1.
Shields, p. 177.
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in any significant way change the stigma that attached itself to council estates. 
Thatcherism may have benefitted those from the working class who had steady jobs and 
a ‘reasonable’ income. But it also created what is now derogatorily referred to as an 
‘underclass’. Mass industrialisation that affected Wales, Scotland and the North of 
England particularly severely meant long-term unemployment in these areas became 
the norm during the 1980s. Whereas those who bought their homes were free to 
individualise them -  paint or change their front door; install double glazing, for 
example -  those houses that were still council owned were easily recognisable as such. 
Once a symbol of a socialist idealism, a council property was now, in the ideology of 
the rampant get-ahead individualism of the New Right, a mark of failure. This sense of 
marginalisation was also increased by the fact that as the council housing stock had now 
vastly decreased (through sale), only those deemed most needy could be housed this 
way. Furthermore, many of the older tenants of estates were forced to leave to find 
work. As Hanley explains:
By 1995, 95 percent of those housed by local authorities qualified for some 
form of means-tested benefits. Despite this, depopulation in areas of high 
unemployment, seen most sharply in the north, caused the least popular estates 
to empty out almost completely, except to those who were statutorily homeless: 
the mentally ill, hard-drug addicts, ex-cons and those who had never worked 
and could expect never to work.^^°
Charlie Johnstone and Eric Mooney argue that the council estate in Britain now 
‘plays a symbolically and ideologically significant role as a “signifier”, as a marker.
no Hanley, p. 137.
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of social problems and spatialised “dysfunctionality”’.^ ^^  Such views informed my 
decision to open my poetry collection with the following quotation from sociologist 
Loïc Wacquant:
[T]he societies of North America, Western Europe, and South America all 
have [...] in their topographic lexicon a special term for designating those 
stigmatized neighbourhoods situated at the very bottom of the hierarchical
1 19system.
That ‘special term’ in Britain is council estate. Of course, this term covers a wide 
variety of places with a wide variety of housing -  not all are the media-mythologised 
‘sink’ estates. Yet even though there are areas where council estates are seen to be 
‘sustainable’ or where efforts have been made to create more ‘balanced’ communities 
(in line with Bevan’s vision) this ‘does not erode the potency of the label “council 
estate’” .^  With the advent of the New Labour government in 1997 various policies 
were introduced to tackle ‘social exclusion’ on many estates. New Labour’s approach is 
investigated in detail by Ruth Levitas.^ "^  ^But a prominent feature of New Labour’s 
rhetoric around this was a positioning of estate life, and working-class life in general, as 
‘other’ to the middle-class mainstream. The following comment by Peter Mandelson is 
a prime example: ‘[t]his is about more than poverty and unemployment. It is about
Charlie Johnstone and Eric Mooney, 'Problem People, Problem Places?; New Labour and Council 
Estates’, in Securing an Urban Renaissance, ed. by Rowland Atkinson and Gesa Helms (Bristol: 
Policy Press, 2007), pp. 125-39 (p. 125).
Loïc Wacquant, Urban Outcasts: A Comparative Sociology o f Advanced Marginality (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 2007), p. 1.
Johnstone and Mooney, p. 126,
See Ruth Levitas, The Inclusive Society? Social Exclusion and New Labour (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 1998).
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being cut off from what the rest of us regard as normal life.’^^  ^As is characteristic of 
the New Labour project, there is a diverting of attention away from poverty towards 
social exclusion; but implicit in this bid to rescue these council estates and bring them 
back to ‘normal life’ is a blanket rejection of working-class culture. The following 
comment by Chris Haylett (excerpts from which I utilise in ‘46 Years’) speaks to this:
The issue then, is not so much the existence of working-class conditions (of 
hardship, exploitation and so on) as the particular ways in which they are 
problematised and the solutions attendant upon these ways of thinking. Put 
bluntly, where working-class identities and cultures and the processes 
through which they are constituted are not seen to warrant debate, target 
problems easily become targeted lives, little more than the adjuncts of 
rationalistic theory and policy-making. It would seem that this elision, 
practiced by politicians and theorists alike, is partly about a troubled 
approach to relationships between class and culture. Working-class cultures 
are positioned at the apex of those troubles, as problematic, in need and 
usually “in receipt” but not capable of giving or teaching anything of worth to 
dominant centres of value (public space, political institutions, middle-class 
ways of being).
In discourses similar to those that attended the slums over a century ago, estates and 
estate people are seen as a problem. And as Anne Power found in her study of estates 
in Britain, Ireland, Germany, Denmark and France, the worse an estate is perceived
Peter Mandelson, quoted in Andrew Wallace, Remaking Community? New Labour and the 
Governance o f Poor Neighbourhoods (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), p. 35.
Haylett, p. 57.
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to be -  and therefore is seen as less ‘viable’ as a place to live -  the more it 
degenerates/^^ Furthermore, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation reports that all tenants, 
of estates surveyed, claimed that ‘stigma affects their life in some way. The weight 
of their evidence points to lives that are impoverished by the operation of stigma.’ 
Spatial practice is important.
The cult of ‘chav-bashing’ only serves to underline this point. I use quotations from 
the website Chavtowns (formerly ChavScum) in my poem ‘46 Years’. The post I 
draw from uses the word ‘chav’ derogatorily to refer to the kinds of people that 
frequent a youth club on Bettws (the council estate with which the poem is chiefly 
concerned). The ‘chav’ and the council estate are almost symbiotic in the British 
middle-class imagination -  as noted in the Introduction, one popular myth 
surrounding the word’s origin is that it is an acronym of ‘Council Housed And 
Violent’. The travel firm. Activities Abroad, offer ‘Chav-Free Activity Holidays’ 
and there is even a gym, Gymbox, that offer classes in ‘Chav Fighting’. The 
advertising blurb runs: ‘Why hone your skills on punch bags and planks of wood 
when you can deck some Chavs [...] a world where Bacardi Breezers are your sword 
and ASBOs are your tro p h y Z y g m u n t Bauman argued that the poor are ‘flawed 
consumers’, b y  which he meant they lacked the disposable income to take a fully- 
functioning part in consumerist society. Now it seems that that label still fits, but, as 
Keith Hayward and Majid Yar argue, there is a different emphasis: the poor are now
Power, pp. 339-42.
Dean and Hastings, p. 22. Further to this, Hanley points out that ‘research shows that estate 
dwellers’ incidence of long-term illness decreases when they are moved from areas perceived as 
‘rough’ to newly built estates that have yet to acquire a bad reputation.’ Hanley, p. 181.
Jones, Chavs, p. 5.
'^Ibid., p. 3.
Zygmunt Bauman, Consuming Life (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), p. 4.
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seen as flawed by what and how they consume -  the ‘chav’ is characterised as such 
by his or her poor taste (Burberry, gold chains, sportsw ear)H ayw ard  and Yar see 
this as a development of previous demonising discourses:
The discourse of the underclass turned crucially upon (a perceived or real) 
pathology in the working classes’ relations to production and socially 
productive labour. Its emergent successor, the concept of the ‘chav’, is in 
contrast orientated to purportedly pathological class dispositions in relation to 
the sphere of consumption.
This pathologising of the working class or ‘underclass’ often goes unremarked. 
Whereas the racist comedy of the 1980s is rightly admonished now, the classist 
comedy of Little Britain’s Vicky Pollard passes without comment. As Chris Haylett 
argues, the working-class, and I would argue particularly those on estates, are 
persistently positioned as culturally ‘other’. J u s t  as with the Victorian slum, it is 
not just the physical environment that is problematised but the people too. That is 
why Lefebvre’s idea of space as something that is socially produced is so relevant 
here. The people and the place are not synonymous but neither are they separate: as 
Bevan clearly saw, they impact upon one another. But neither can the residents or the 
physical space be considered apart from the political, economic and ideological 
forces that have shaped them both historically and presently. It is not just architecture 
but culture (from high -  V.S. Naipaul’s aforementioned Magic Seeds -  to low -  the 
aforementioned Little Britain) that informs the spatial practices of the estate for those
Keith Hayward and Majid Yar, ‘The ‘Chav’ Phenomenon: Consumption, Media and the 
Construction of a New Underclass’, Crime Media Culture, 2 (2006), 9-28 (pp. 10-14). 
Ibid., p. 10.
Haylett, p. 57.
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both inside and outside it. The estate is a century-long story of conflict between how 
a space is conceived, how it is perceived and how it is lived. Like Marx’s worker 
who is unaware he is being exploited, unaware of the capitalistic mechanisms that 
ensure his alienation, so too the estate dweller is often unaware of the historical, 
political, ideological and media forces that shape the ‘socio-spatial’ character of her 
existence, and thus her alienation (forever, as Haylett and Reay argue, positioned as 
‘other’).
There is perhaps no greater demonstration of this than the recent riots in England.
The unrest started as an act of protest, sparked by a specific violent incident (the 
shooting of Mark Duggan by police), but the riots that spread across the country 
seemed to be only very tangentially linked to this. Outside of Tottenham it was 
looting (often quite specific outlets) that took precedence over protest. An early 
report suggested that many of these rioters were ‘likely to have been from low- 
income, high-unemployment estates’.R e f le c tin g  on this, Lefebvre’s comments in 
La pensée marxiste et la ville, regarding how the contradictory space of a modem 
city (as ‘a collection of ghettos’) becomes ‘translated into anguish, fmstration and 
revolt’ appear especially farsighted.
However rather than attacking any representations of power that they saw as 
oppressive (political HQs or multi-national banks, for instance) the rioters raided and 
looted ‘fetish commodities’: branded trainers and wide-screen TVs. As Zoe Williams
Pitts, quoted in Williams, para. 10 of 13.
Henri Lefebvre, La pensée marxiste et la ville (Paris-Tournai: Casterman, 1972), p. 168, quoted in 
Shields, p. 178.
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commented, these were ‘shopping riots, characterised by their consumer choices’ 
Thus, excepting the initial Tottenham riot, even in angry revolt people operated in 
accordance with a consumer culture, in accordance with a mystified consciousness. 
Drawing on the ideas of Baudrillard (Lefebvre’s one-time secretary), Alex Hillier, 
responding to the riots, argues that ‘there is no conflict between anomie and 
consumption’/^^
[CJonsumption [is] a falsification of social life. Adverts promote a fantasy 
land. Consumerism relies upon people feeling disconnected from the 
world.
If one journeys by bus from Archway station to the Becontree Estate (the largest 
council estate in Britain), on bus stop after bus stop there is an advertisement 
attempting to create discontent and offer a commodity solution. And this only 
continues in the home the moment the television is switched on. In Lefebvrian terms 
this exemplifies how capitalist power has so successfully extended ‘its arms all over 
social space’.
It is the aim of this thesis, of my current work, to construct a poetry that reveals the 
production of the council estate space. By juxtaposing representations of space and 
spaces of representation, the texts seek to create a dialectic that the reader must 
synthesise. In so doing the text itself cannot help but become, to an extent, a 
representation of (the estate) space, as well as a space of representation ‘in that it is a
Williams, para. 2 of 13.
Ibid., para. 3 of 13.
Alex Hillier, quoted in Williams, para. 3 of 13. 
Martins, p. 171, quoted in Shields, p. 178.
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space the reader in h a b i t s .B u t  by using the poetic procedures I discuss below, 
these poems aim chiefly to enable a renewed spatial practice. That is, a spatial 
practice that does not reproduce social relations, but rather disrupts the hegemonic 
spatial discourses that, in Lefebvre’s terms, mystify them. If we are to move 
anywhere closer to Lefebvre’s differential space -  where the ‘right to difference’ is 
sacrosanct and everyday life might be truly and fully lived -  then an art of the estate 
must expose the mechanisms of that difference and the hegemony that threaten it, 
puncturing the lazy stereotypes propagated by the dominant discourses of estate life, 
and engendering a perceptual transformation.
Davidson, Ideas o f Space, p. 38.
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THE POETRY
Estate Spaces
90
Ghetto in the United States, banlieue in France, quartieri periferici (or degradati) in 
Italy, problemomrade in Sweden, favela in Brazil, villa miseria in Argentina, rancho 
in Venezuela: the societies o f North America, Western Europe, and South America 
all have ...a  special term for designating those stigmatized neighbourhoods situated 
at the very bottom o f the hierarchical system
No I don’t live on the estate mate, no 
I certainly don’t thank God. The rubbish of the local authority, that’s who lives 
here if you want my honest opinion
panicked scratching thrush, trapped
leafless mesh of hedgerow 
prickled branches
pull back -
lift
Sources
Tony Parker, The People o f Providence: A Housing Estate and Some o f its Inhabitants (London: 
Hutchinson, 1983).
Loïc Wacquant, Urban Outcasts: A Comparative Sociology o f Advanced Marginality (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 2000).
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THE BRUTALIST SCHOOL
92
It was a brilliant exposition
o f concrete construction, modular design
and orderly planning.
The prize-winning structure was 
Unloved and derided locally...seen 
as a liability.. .failing 
the area’s children.
And here we come, 
walking the tarmac lane into the grey container, 
into the chasm
between one 
version of the story and another.
In our work we are concerned with Place making
Grey javelins of rain slide off the diggers. 
Through spatters of mud, they move. 
Guided not by beauty, but Truth
to Materials: 
girders of steel, cubes of concrete 
rise up from the marshland.
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We look at the Place and try to feel its scale and rhythm, the Place as it is and the 
Place as it wants to be.
there was to be a set o f
specialist teaching areas for the vocational subjects including domestic science and 
metalwork, which were seen as appropriate to the needs o f the South Wales 
catchment area.
The first task is to make a bracelet 
from a curl of copper.
Pushed deep
into the buffer wheel, 
each curl seeks
in that spinning 
the colour of sunrise in January.
We try to understand the essence o f the place we want to build. This has nothing to 
do with the usefulness o f the building but only with the kind o f place we want to have, 
its absolute being, its intrinsic nature.
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The waffle slab ceilings arc above us 
like a canapé of bathtubs capsized.
We circulate through
the gridiron system -  
identical corridors of Forticrete blocks -  
and hold the handrails
like tubes of scaffolding. 
On systems of steps we dip and rise.
a space belongs to itself and, at the same time, to another space. Is this not the 
nature and the essence o f our inner space?
Parents evening, she panicked through 
the grey modular maze.
Tt’s like a rabbit warren’, she said, 
arriving fazed and flushed.
The perception o f ourselves, who we are, depends partly on the environment that we 
are part of. We define ourselves as a constituent part o f the environment, and if  the 
environment has a high value or status, this value is transmitted to each individual 
who is a constituent part o f this totality.
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Compass clamps a stub of pencil,
Escher print pinned to the store cupboard door -
figures, dressed identically, walk endlessly, 
an impossible staircase.
Teacher sits marking 
-  if there isn’t much noise, she doesn’t look up. 
Leaning over a page of geometry,
chin resting on a polyester sleeve.
Sound of scribbling, collective murmur,
eyes drawn through a wall of windows -
an opening, a lamp
The ground was partly levelled during construction to accommodate the hard- 
surface pitches. This accentuated the changes o f level between areas but also 
allowed the use o f a stepped terrace o f three tiers -  this in turn allowed the many 
south-facing roofs to be utilized for outdoor teaching or play.
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Roof water drains to the straightened stream, 
the concrete canoe pool. The day the school opened. 
Design magazine took photographs 
of a young boy in a kayak.
They hailed the school a minor, if slightly flawed, 
masterpiece.
Now the water feature 
is a dank pond -  no boating permitted.
And the outside teaching terraces -  
Were they ever used?
So light strikes. Light also flows.
July, sitting on steps.
So light strikes. Light also flows.
feeling heat pass through cotton.
So light strikes. Light also flows.
patio pools with light -
So light strikes. Light also flows.
a glimpse of the ideal:
concrete under Mediterranean sun,
the radiant apses of St Peter’s -  
in awe of Michelangelo, Le Corbusier wrote, 
reflect for a moment on this thunderbolt.
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The clouds are low, heavy with rain. 
The concrete grows cold and dark.
The school is an outstanding example o f British modern architecture. It is based 
upon a clear hierarchy o f ordered spaces from small to large, resulting in a building 
that is unique in its architectural beauty and intellectual rigour. Walking through the 
building, one is astonished by the special harmony and poetic scale.
Over the water, algae spreads.
Flecked with waste, a bin bag floats.
The cord of an abandoned fridge 
wriggles through a mulch of leaves.
A sign in a classroom reads:
This is a Positive Thinking area
The windows over the green-cork gym 
have been replaced by steel plates.
The smokers’ plateau, fenced off 
with a mesh of metal. The slabs 
below, blackened with time. From ceilings 
stalactites glisten.
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And pansies dwarfed 
by octagon pots, reach on thin stems 
toward the thin light.
This is the latest example o f the barbaric behaviour o f British politicians, who are 
completely blind to the merits o f good design. ... We are getting particularly good at 
letting the ‘brutaT looking buildings deteriorate and then claim that these are now 
beyond repairs and not fit  fo r purpose.
Diggers roll in gouge out the classrooms.
Exposed: a tangle of stiff steel veins.
Prints of memory cling 
to shattered slabs of concrete—
the bones of an ideal worked into rubble.
I  don’t believe they should have ever knocked it down. I t’s like they have taken a 
piece o f my history away and I  know my friends feel the same.
the Place as it is and the Place as it wants to be.
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Flattened plains of red mud, speckled with grey. 
The water remains, brown and still.
The commissions, they keep coming in.
Two refugee geese are circling.
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Quotations used are listed below in order of appearance:
Jon Wright (paraphrasing Nikolaus Pevsner) / Jon Wright / Eldred Evans and David Shalev / Eldred 
Evans and David Shalev /  Jon Wright /  Eldred Evans and David Shalev / Eldred Evans and David 
Shalev /  Arnulf Kolstad /  Eldred Evans and David Shalev /  Jon Wright / Design /  Eldred Evans and 
David Shalev /Alistair Best /  Le Corbusier /  Richard Rodgers /  Iqbal Aalam / Carrie Bennett /  Evans 
and Shalev
Sources
Iqbal Aalam, ‘Evans & Shalev Architects’, Flickr. Available at: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/iqbalaalam/sets/72157604618949581/
Carrie Bennett, personal correspondence, 2 March 2010.
Alistair Best, ‘Newport High’s Low Profile’, Design, 292 (1970).
Le Corbusier, Towards a New Architecture (1923), trans. by Frederick Etchells (New York: Dover, 
1986).
Eldred Evans and David Shalev, ‘A Sense of Place’, in Architecture in an Age of Scepticism: A 
Practitioners’ Anthology, compiled by Denys Lasdun (London: Heinemann, 1984).
Arnulf Kolstad, ‘What Happens if  Zeleste Becomes an Architect?’, in Aesthetics, Well-being and 
Health: Essays within Architecture and Environmental Aesthetics, ed. by Birgit Cold (Aldershot: 
Ashgate Publishers, 2001).
Jon Wright, ‘Newport High School’, May 2008, in Twentieth-Century Society: Casework and 
Campaigns. Available at: http://www.c20society.org.uk/casework/newport-high-school/
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those o f us in the rising generation 
loved it here. It’s not that we thought 
it was owned hy the council -  
that was our house we welcomed 
every breeze-block that brought change. 
I rememher my mum’s face 
when we first moved into that house .. 
I just felt overjoyed for her ... 
it looked like bloody Buckingham Palace 
compared to what we were living in.
This was the modem world 
and it was ours for the taking.
This was Heaven with the gates off
Sources
The Great Estate: The Rise and Fall o f the Council House. Dir. Chris Wilson. BBC. 2011.
Tony Parker, The People of Providence: A Housing Estate and Some o f its Inhabitants (London: 
Hutchinson, 1983).
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ROMAN POINT
103
We sleep on the top 
storey -  the 22"  ^floor
curtains closed to the 
rising city.
In the end we had no 
choice but to move here.
Eight times we refused 
but our house was condemned.
Later today
you will find our names 
in the paper, they’ll be 
on the list o f those missing.
My mouth is open, 
drooling a little.
My wife’s eyelids 
twitch with dreams.
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in some towns there is an unwarrantable prejudice against flats .... The national 
interest, the Minister stated, required that this should be curbed
Over the 1956-60 period,
as slum clearance totals slowly mounted, so the inadequacy o f the 600 houses annual 
target became increasingly apparent.
Over 200feet tall and containing 110 flats, Ronan 
Point was assembled from pre-fabricated concrete panels lifted into position by 
crane and held together by bolts. It was a ‘system-built’ block -  an easily assembled 
structure more like a giant meccano set than a work o f architecture.
Dressing gown sways 
over her slippers, 
the kitchen is cool 
and quiet. She lifts 
the kettle, weighs the 
water, and holds a 
box of England’s Glory -
lighting strip 
powdered glass, 
pink buds 
of phosphorous.
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I never turned any gas at all. I just fîlled up the kettle ... then was thrown on the 
floor.
the system I was most impressed with was the one that we used eventually 
[Larsen- Nielsen]....rd been all over their main factory in Denmark. They’re 
amazing people. Both Larsen and Nielson were there to talk to us, about a dozen 
architects! And they knew what was going on, oh yes! I  must say it did impress me. I  
thought, ‘This will be the answer to our growing manpower shortage ’
Ahout 5.15 ... we heard a terrific explosion, see a 
load of ruhhle coming past the window. The next thing we know, half the 
building’s ruddy falling down.
the explosion from the gas leak had initiated the collapse ...A  
substandard brass nut had been used to connect the hose to the stove.
We just panicked, up 
and ran along the veranda knocking on the doors -  they came out. One woman 
just ahout scrambled hack into bed as the lot fell. We just had it away down the 
stairs.
Municipal leaders saw high-density housing as a means of preventing population 
drain: the more people they governed, the stronger their city’s position ... vis-à-vis 
Whitehall.
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cling -  coughing, choking -  to the
ledge -  all that’s left of
the lounge. Reach for
his arm reaching
from the bed. I catch
his hand -  my nails
cleave the bone.
I  don’t think it’s affected the image o f council property
looking up I could just see
the image
this slah of masonry hanging out
... down helow I could see ...
the image
settees and armchairs and carpets ...
amongst the ruhbish
The type o f structure used here is no less structurally safe than any 
other form of traditional structure ... There is not the slightest sign o f structural 
failure.
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I  knew
we were going to find bad workmanship -  what surprised me was the sheer scale o f 
it. Not a single joint was correct. Fixing straps were unattached: leveling nuts were 
not wound down, causing a significant loading to be transmitted via the bolts: panels 
were placed on bolts instead o f mortar. But the biggest shock o f all was the crucial 
H-2 load-bearing joints between floor and wall panels. Some o f the joints had less 
than fifty percent o f the mortar specified... joints within the structure filled 
with newspapers rather than concrete.
quite a number of people 
jumped fences and ran 
into the building...
up against the gush 
of people panicking down. 
(Belly rolling over belt, 
shirt clarifies with sweat.)
We managed to get 
to ... the 13*^  floor 
... an elderly 
bedridden lady 
we smashed her door down 
back down the stairs 
hearts slapping
... brought her to the ground
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under present conditions we will flatly refuse to leave our present slums to enter 
modem slums
On the same day that... engineers told the enquiry that they feared fo r  the 
safety o f thousands o f residents in system-built blocks, Taylor Woodrow-Anglian and 
Newham Council convened a special Press Conference to announce that two more 
blocks at Clever Road had been completed and would be occupied immediately
Cranes have arrived. A vicar, bequiffed, 
fingers his Bible. A fireman leans 
back on his truck, sipping a mug of tea. 
He watches a flake of mortar break off. 
The BBC cameras roll on.
in the meeting nearly everyone was shouting that they were afraid to go into the 
tower blocks.
We must bear in mind that we have committed the contractors to heavy expenditure, 
possibly as much as £500,000 and that our responsibility is a dual one.
‘Homes must not be wasted’
109
‘You want to get out o f these rotten slums. We’ve got to build the accommodation 
necessary fo r  you. Here it is, on the doorstep, in high rise! And that’s all we can 
offer you’
Layered like lizard scales, 
the ceilings hang, 
doors open 
onto nothing.
I wouldn’t live there rent-free
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Quotations used are listed below in order of appearance:
County Borough of West Ham, Minutes / Patrick Dunleavy /  Dominic Gallagher / Ivy Hodge / T. E. 
North /  Unnamed resident of Ronan Point /  Dominic Gallagher /  Unnamed resident of Ronan Point /  
Dominic Gallagher / Unnamed government spokesman /  Unnamed resident of Ronan Point /  Geoffrey 
Davies, managing director of Taylor Woodrow-Anglian /  Sam Webb /  Unnamed rescuer / Beckton 
Residents’ Petition / Patrick Dunleavy / Newham Recorder /  Councilor Watts /  Newham Recorder/ 
Council Director
Sources
‘1968: Three Die as Tower Block Collapses’, On This Day 1950-2005. BBC News
Available at: http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/may/16/newsid_2514000/2514277.stm
Patrick Dunleavy, The Politics o f Mass Housing in Britain, 1945-1975: A Study o f Corporate Power 
and Professional Influence in the Welfare State (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981).
Dominic Gallagher ‘Ronan Point’, in From Here to Modernity Building. Available at: 
http://www.open2.net/modemity/3_ 13.htm
Cynthia Rouse and Norbert Delatte, ‘Lessons from the Progressive Collapse of the Ronan Point 
Apartment Tower ‘, in Forensic Engineering: Proceedings of the Third Conference, ed. by Paul A. 
Bosela, Norbert J. Delatte, and Kevin L. Rens (San Diego: American Society of Civil Engineers, 
2003).
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CELL AND WORLD
112
1. ^
It is both cell and world. We moved here when I was four, f o r  v ig o r o u s  
p r o s e c u t i o n  o f  t h e  w ar a c o n te n te d  w o rk in g  c l a s s  was 
i n d i s p e n s a b l e . Robots on the landing, staircase -  a moon canyon, ho u ses  
should no t be built w ith le ss  than th re e  bedroom s.
The outside walls are spardashed. geometry is transcended. The creation of a mass 
army (in Britain, five million men by 1918) transformed the relationship between 
government and working class. Muffled bass beats through concrete, palpating the 
sleepless drum of her ear.
A house constitutes a body o f images that give ... proofs or illusions o f stability. For 
the Tory elder statesmen there was no d o u b t t h a t  we w ere  up a g a i n s t  
a B o l s h e v i s t  m ovem ent. T he living room  is the  m ost im portan t.A  
scattering of gravel set in slathers of cement. EastEnders is on; the three-bar fire 
bums off the summer dust.
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It is recommended that the housew ife w hen working in the scullery  should be 
able to obtain a full view  of the garden. After the nightshift and three cold cans. 
beyond all the positive values of protection, the house... becomes imbued with dream 
values.SugaiclanfiesmtoWeetabix. i n  event of rioting, for the 
first time in history the rioters will be better trained 
than the troops.
Rippling window net, spittle on the arm rest. A house is imagined as a concentrated 
being. T he g en era l s tandard  of accom m odation ... dem anded ... by  the 
w orking c la sse s  has b een  rising for som e tim e. With hot cloth her gloveless 
hands circle the linoleum. The worn away varnish exposes the pine.
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2.
It is ev iden t th a t w o rk in g -c lass  ten an ts  a re  m ore and m ore w ishful to 
elim inate from  the  liv ing-room  the d irty  work. Ants in the sugar bowl. 
Unless this vital problem is dealt with promptly and 
effectively. ‘it is not a building, but is quite dissolved and distributed inside 
me’. He only asked them to keep the noise down.
I u se  the  w ord revo lu tion ise , b ecau se  nothing sh o rt of a revo lu tion  will 
do. After her mum died she drank vodka and howled. The ceilings are a swirl of 
artex. w.c. inside. A house that has been experienced is not an inert box.
The thin corridor of kitchen is packed with bridesmaids. Realities serve here to 
reveal dreams, t h e  social conditions of this country will go 
from the very serious condition in which they are now to 
one of which we should shudder to think. Put on the big light.
Put on the kettle.
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The l i v i n g  room  t a s t e s  o f  l a c q u e r  an d  p e r fu m e , social, 
educational and rec rea tio n a l needs, we a r e  i n  e a r n e s t .  They argue 
ferociously. I  draw them close ... like protective armor.
the  fu ture  location of a community. Sheathed in a bed sheet, the wedding dress 
hangs from a bulb in the bedroom. House and space are not merely two juxtaposed 
g/gmgM/j. He stares from the armchair, no point of focus, a m enace t o  t h e  
w h o le  f o u n d a t io n  o f  d e m o c r a t ic  g o v ern m en t.
116
from  building of clean s tab les  ... to the building of hom es for hum an 
beings. Through the garden at twilight, over broken patio stones, i t  was m ore 
c l e a r  th a n  e v e r  t h a t  i t  was a m isnom er t o  c a l l  t h e  
s i t u a t i o n  ... a s t r i k e ,  reality and dream now form a whole. Hot faces at the 
back door, wanting orange squash.
A block of brine-cured brisket thuds into the pan. i  f  t h e  s t r i k e r s  a r e  
s u c c e s s f u l  ... t h e  d i s o r d e r  w i l l  s p r e a d ,  am enities of healthy 
social communities, books ... give our daydreams countless dwelling-places. The 
roof furs over with moss.
His wrist aches from scraping wallpaper, he re-wets the yellow sponge. We a r e  
f a c e  t o  f a c e  w ith  t h e  g r e a t e s t  d l t t l c u l t l e s .  we could start a 
new life, a life that would be our own. Dancing frantically, alone in the living room. 
The bus stop is only 4 minutes’ walk.
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One of the great difficulties of the future will be 
unrest . The dog received his lethal injection right there in the living room, centers 
of daydream group together. In the altered state of illness, a peaceful life seemed 
possible. She blov^s smoke from the fire alarm.
The money we are going to spend on housing is an 
insurance against .. revolution. Slabs of path, filmed with ice. A house 
that is as dynamic as this. Bikes stolen from the tool shed. It’s not enough to 
m erely  cover the ground.
118
The kitchen is full of golden, narcotic light. We are constantly re-imagining its 
reality, the new housing offered improved conditions for the working class (and 
therefore attracted support from socialists) it did so in a way that left the main economic 
relations of capitalism untouched (and therefore attracted support from employers). 
Vacuum up the dog hair. Stepping from the front door, dress trailing, into the fantasy, 
into the real.
o c u l a r  e v id e n c e .  Its walls contract and expand as I  desire. Elbow on the 
windowsill, he aimed the air rifle, spacious suburbs. On the patio, black buckets 
of soil, rims smeared with petroleum jelly.
h o u s e b u i ld in g  was i n  p r o g r e s s ,  always a blend o f memory and legend. 
He was a prudish man but his Sunday best included a trilby worn at a rakish tilt, 
com peten t a rch itec ts . Tea towel full of orange peel -  the citrus smell of winter.
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convenien t and a ttrac tiv e  houses, discontent would be greatly
allayed. Pale discs of cucumber peel from her blade, more lasting than the 
scattered memories o f our birthplace. After drinking bleach, I don’t remember how 
long the ambulance took.
The print house awakens a feeling for the hut in me. We must have 
habitations fit for heroes. At the age of two he sat in the cold chip pan. 
Filled with the scent of sweet pea. What looked like a blade was broken off in the 
lock.
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5.
The fruit bowl glares with Red Delicious. They always used to show Star Wars at 
Christmas. Evening crossword, sq u a n d e rm a n ia . the universe comes to inhabit.
a dreamer o f houses sees them everywhere. The swing is crusted with snow. If ... a
bold and enlightened  policy is pursued , t h e  m id d le  c l a s s e s  mean
t o  i n s i s t  upon a d r a s t i c  cu t-d o w n . A garrison of stuffed 
extraterrestrials guard the lower bunk.
‘That’s Asda price’. She was terrified of thunder. In socks, slipping across the 
kitchen, the personal past adds special color: n o th in g  w i l l  s a t i s f y  them  
n e x t  y e a r  e x c e p t  an  a c t u a l  r e d u c t i o n  i n  t a x e s .
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the im portance of a back  garden . The radio only plays in mono, t h e  
c h e a p e s t  fo rm  o f  h o u s in g  w h ich  w i l l  a c t u a l l y  p r o v id e  ... 
f o r  t h e  p o o r. A basket of needles, buttons, pins and coils of coloured thread, to 
distinguish all these images would be to describe the soul o f the house.
under the suprem e d irection  of a w e ll-o rg an ised  and effic ien t C entral 
D epartm ent, the entire reality o f memory becomes spectral. I examine the damage 
to the garden fence. The glass in the passage is frosted. The Municipal Journal 
believed the government, l e d  a s t r a y  by v i s i o n a r i e s .
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Quotations used are listed below in order of appearance:
Gaston Bachelard /  Commission Report of 1917 /  Tudor Walters Report 1918 I Gaston Bachleard / 
Mark Swenarton I Gaston Bachelard / Walter Long / Tudor Walters Report 1918 I Tudor Walters 
Report / Gaston Bachelard /  Home Office Statement to the Cabinet, 2 September 1920 I Gaston 
Bachelard / Tudor Walters Report 1918
Tudor Walters Report 1918 / Sir Donald Maclean / Rainer Maria Rilke I Raymond Unwin /  Tudor 
Walters Report 1918 / Gaston Bachelard I Gaston Bachelard / Sir Donald Maclean I Tudor Walters 
Report 1918 /  Sir Donald Maclean /  Gaston Bachelard I Tudor Walters Report 1918 / Gaston 
Bachelard /  David Lloyd George
Raymond Unwin /  Robert Munro / Gaston Bachelard I Bonar Law /  Tudor Walters Report 1918/ 
Gaston Bachelard I Sir Donald Maclean / Gaston Bachelard I Sir Donald Maclean /  Gaston 
Bachelard I David Lloyd George /  Gaston Bachelard / Tudor Walters Report 1918
Gaston Bachelard / Mark Swenarton / I Report on Revolutionary Organisations, 29 July 1919 / 
Georges Spyridaki/ Tudor Walters Report 19181 Report on Revolutionary Organisations, 29 July 
1919 /  Gaston Bachelard / Tudor Walters Report 1918 I Tudor Walters Report 1918 / Statement to the 
Cabinet / Gaston Bachelard I Gaston Bachelard / David Lloyd George
The Beaverbrook and Northcliffe press, ‘anti-waste’ campaign /  Gaston Bachelard I Gaston 
Bachelard / Tudor Walters Report 1918 / David Lloyd George I Gaston Bachelard /  David Lloyd 
George I Tudor Walters Report 1918 I MunicipalJoumal 3 1 ,1  July 1922 / Gaston Bachelard I 
Tudor Walters Report 1918 /  Gaston Bachelard / Municipal Journal 31,7 July 1922
Sources
Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics o f Space (1958), trans. by Maria Jolas (Boston: Beacon Press, 1994).
Mark Swenarton, Building the New Jerusalem: Architecture, Housing and Politics 1900-1930 
(Bracknell: BRE Press, 2008).
Sir Jon Tudor Walters, Sir Charles Allom, Frank Baines, James Boy ton, William Fairley, G. Mario 
Reed, J. Walker Smith, James Squires, Raymond Unwin, Sir Aston Webb, Report o f the Committee 
appointed by the President o f the Local Government Board and the secretary fo r  Scotland to consider 
questions of building construction in connection with the provision o f dwellings fo r  the working 
classes in England and Wales, and Scotland (1918).
Note
The Tudor Walters Report specified that the council house should have five living spaces: three 
bedrooms, a living room, and a scullery. The council house referred to in the poem also has five living 
spaces. Therefore this poem is organised in fives: each paragraph has five sentences; each section has 
five paragraphs; the poem is in five sections.
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AGED 46 YEARS
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1.
Step forward the real villain. Estate. Peripheral. The social idealism 
of its originators. Engine shudders; tick of the indicator, the first tenant s 
moved in.
2 .
Town and country m\xsXhtm2^nQ&. cost of rehousing ... will be 
staggering. The last warm bubbleless dregs. What they came to was 
n i c e  dwellings. Fat crackles; a radio sings beside the pickled eggs.
I t’s a bit hard  to d escrib e  w here  the chavs hang out cos the p lace is 
riddled. Bees wooze through, pervading territorial stigma. A bulb of inky bicep: 
a football team insignia.
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4.
She chews on the reed of a rented clarinet. He still wears a scar where the brick hit 
his forehead. Holding tight the rope swing. A bonfired patch of earth; a sofa’s black 
skeleton of springs.
A pound’s worth of pixels shift: shapes of primary-coloured violence. Gum-patterned 
pavements, shunned, feared and deprecated. H E R O  painted on the bin shed. 
‘There’s nothing like the real thing’.
6 .
This new neighbourhood unit ... will house. Music. Kids carry 
sticks of bamboo, copper pipes for ... inside to reduce the 
risk of freezing, star-lantems of willow and tissue -  hearts of light.
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7.
The estate is named after the church it was built around -  it means, literally, place 
of prayer, houses will ... cover the pleasant countryside, t/ie 
symbol o f God’s love and care, h u t the site was bleak.
8 .
‘I have lived on the ... estate for 40 years’, not capable of giving or teaching 
anything of worth. At 94, through ice-air, she posts a paper to each of her friends in 
the street.
Ribbons of vinegar steam twist up. Fluorescent-vested police. Faggots, four to foil 
container -  spheres of pig meat, liver and rind. The Right to Buy. A wholly new 
attitude of mind.
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10.
b u i l t  i n  c u p b o a rd s  an d  b o o k s h e lv e s .  How do you read the estate? 
Scanning the item’s barcode. Surveying the shells of industry. A yellow rose unfolds.
11.
a to w n sh ip  o f  [ . . . ]  t h r e e  th o u s a n d  d w e l l in g s .  Behind us, acres of 
grass. Hallucingenic fungi. No alternative vision for housing was advanced by the 
organized working class.
12.
Lamp light, frosted car -  stars erupt across the bonnet, symbol o f society. A  milk float 
wheezes round the Way. He threw the brick with some force. An oil stained ball. The 
early shift.
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13.
Officer asks where he’s been, where he’s going, nothing to be scared of, unless 
you are frightened of inequality. The marriage of Andrew and Fergie was cause 
for a street party.
14.
Not knowing it was their dad, they delighted at the sight of Father Christmas. T glassed 
him right across the face,’ he said smiling, ‘myself and my late husband have raised 7 
children here’.
15.
Human society and the beauty o f nature are meant to be enjoyed together. A siren 
through the windshield whines, blue spills across the dashboard. The metallic chatter 
of scissors.
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16.
Kneeling in the walk-in fridge, breathing pink detergent, t h e  an sw er i s  n o t  
a few  p o u n d s  on b e n e f i t  b u t  t h e  c h a n c e  o f  r e a l  work. Play 
word association with the term, mutual help.
17.
For less than the living wage: deep in the deep fried sludge, digging out brown 
wrinkles of potato and batter. A round them  w i l l  be  f i e l d s .  A paper bag and 
walkman: night is coloured with sound.
18.
It was the church where, John Frost, the Chartist leader was married to Mary Geach 
Oat. Viscount Halisham’s moat is clean. T’m a volunteer with Credit Union’. Dogs 
worry each other.
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19.
All that we are and all that we have comes from it. a council e s ta te  the size of 
which 1 n ev er in my d a rk es t n ightm ares im agined. The same record plays. 
Sparrows bathe on the youth club’s puddled roof.
20.
The whole operation was a culture transfer am ounting to a cultural 
colonization. We opened the same drain and climbed on down. ‘All in a l l ... a 
beautiful place to live’.
21.
Boys pick stones from the sun-softened tarmac, leaving wounds of onyx goo. a 
slave grow th on the main body, ‘beautiful walking areas’. She complained 
about the noise; her locks got sealed with glue.
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22.
My firs t inkling of the  chavviness of the place. Here: splice, the discourses 
of dém onisation ... often have only tenuous connections to the reality of 
everyday life.
23.
a new life, a new civilisation. Paraders bob to the steel drum rhythm, a society that 
divides people up according to how much money they have to spend on 
shelter.
24.
Each dwelling will be separated from its neighbours and 
from the roads ... by low brick e l l  s. so long as this unholy, 
unnatural separation o f society and nature endures.
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25.
t h e  b ro o k , t o g e t h e r  w i th  i t s  b o r d e r in g  t r e e s ,  w i l l  be  
p r e s e r v e d  a s  an  im p o r ta n t  a m e n ity  f e a t u r e .  T he child“ chavs I 
can handle. Sun fills the droplets -  brief spheres of magnesium light.
26.
P ro b lem  f a m i l i e s  w ere  moved i n  b e tw e en  good  f a m i l i e s  i n  
an  a t t e m p t  t o  l i f t  t h e  fo rm e r . A plastic stormtrooper straddles the 
conifer branch. A wrecked bicycle rust-streaks the current.
27.
‘There’s free swimming every Sunday’. The c o s t  o f  t h e  h o u s e s  a lo n e  
w i l l  be i n  t h e  r e g io n  o f  6 ^  m i l l i o n s .  Prefabricated. No 
p r o f e s s i o n a l  p e o p le  l i v e d  on th e  e s t a t e .
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28.
An abandoned mattress soaks in the brook like a large rectangular tea bag. Our 
bodies are formed o f it; to it they return. From black rivulets of wire, the music pours 
into her brain.
29.
Warm paving, the scent of rain, i n c r e a s i n g  f r i c t i o n  and  t e n s i o n s  
b e tw e en  p e o p le  who becam e m ore 1 s o l e t e d .  co-operation. On 
November the 5*^  they cooked hotdogs for everyone.
30.
Caught by nettles, walk in water, shins a pink itch of bubbles. Unwashed gauze of 
beard. Fingers drum the steering wheel, ‘walk ... miles around the lanes and not 
realise you are ... near any houses’.
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31.
participate in estate life in ways approved by the middle-class reformers, 
flawed consumers, will also have pleasant rural vistas upon 
which to gaze. I begged my mother for a shell suit.
32.
Steam rises from a frosted fence, for every conceivable ... reason except the 
willing ... assent of the future inhabitants, out o f this joyous union will spring a 
new hope.
33.
It will, in fact, be one of the principle features of the 
central rural lu n g .  He pauses for breath, having just won the bingo pot. how 
capital may be attracted and wealth created.
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34.
The window box is packed with blue begonias. T he  bu ilt-in  CCTV cam era on 
the bus didn’t help my foreboding and n e ith er did the tw o -to n e  g reen  
N ova w e passed . Huge puppets sway.
35.
One [. . . ] feature of this estate has been the abandonment 
of the forecourt system, not so splendid isolation. In the 
woods, pornographic magazines, tom into a lurid confetti.
36.
She turns over the earth with a trowel. Mortgaged property can be identified by the 
extent it has been individualised. These ladies are without doubt 
inspirational.
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37.
In bloom. With the dog she feels protected, com m unity  i s  c e l e b r a t i n g  
w in n in g  a to p  n a t i o n a l  a c c o la d e  f o r  i t s  e n v ir o n m e n ta l  and  
e d u c a t i o n a l  p r o j e c t .
38.
He works two jobs to make the payments, no one ever dem ands the residents of 
Mayfair get involved with their street lighting or pavements. They hung upside 
down from the monkey bars, giggling.
39.
Fingertips protrude from fingerless gloves, cold and blackened with print: The Star, 
The Guardian, The Mirror, The Telegraph, The Times, The Express, The Sun, and 
Mail, comic and a ten-pence mixture.
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40.
T h ey  don’t know  any b e tte r  and they  m ight one day grow  out of it. 
Difference is the one thing we cannot bear. Salty slugs of fried potato scald my 
tongue.
41.
There is a pop gun with sucker-tipped bullets in the window of the post office. Night 
work pays more, not much, but more, the beauties o f nature may encompass and 
enfold each dweller therein.
42.
The main criticism seems to have been the smallness of 
the rooms, how the bounds o f freedom may be widened. We both netted 
sticklebacks; we loved it here, two suicides during his time there.
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43.
There is a curiously Victorian notion that “community” activity is a good of its 
own. Blossoming purple and white petunias, red and pink azaleas.
44.
not a mere dormitory suburb but a veritable town in 
miniature. Now we need to unmake them, doing whatever it 
takes. It's [...] all the hard work by our volunteers.
45.
smaller rooms are cheaper to heat and furnish, so there 
were advantages. Forty-six years ago. The immediacy of scratch cards. The site 
might have previously been a pagan shrine.
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46.
Grass sweetens in afternoon sun. meanings attached to place are always 
contested. Several. Cut. arrests. Paste. Rearrange. Does the poem have a use? 
Garage doors scratched with abuse and love.
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Quotations used are listed below in order of appearance:
1. Will Hutton / Alison Ravetz / South Wales Argus, July 24, 1961 12. Ebenezer Howard / South 
Wales Argus, July 24, 1961 / Bettws Communities First Partnership I 3. Chavtowns -  Britain’s Worst 
Places to Live /  Loïc Wacquant I 5. Loïc Wacquant / Coca-Cola I 6. South Wales Argus, July 24, 
1961 /  ‘copper p ipes...’ I 7. Bettws Communities First Partnership / South Wales Argus, July 24,
1961 /  Bettws Communities First Partnership / Ebenezer Howard I 8. Maura Dineen / Chris Haylett I 
9. Margret Thatcher I 10. Bettws Communities First Partnership I 11. South Wales Argus, July 24, 
1961 /  Alison Ravetz I 12. Ebenezer Howard 113. Lynsey Hanley I 14. Maura Dineen I 15. 
Ebenezer Howard I 16. Gordon Brown / Lynsey Hanley /  Ebenezer Howard I 17. South Wales
July 24, 1961 I 18. Maua Dineen I 19. Ebenezer Howard /  C/iflv/own5 I 20. Alison ravetz /  
Maura Dineen I 21. V. S. Naipaul / Maura Dineen I 22. Chavtowns/L oïc  Wacquant I 23. Ebenezer 
Howard/ Lynsey Hanley I 24. Sowf/i Wa/c5 Argus, July 2 4 ,1 9 6 1 /Ebenezer Howard 1 25. South 
Wales Argus, July 24, 1961 / Chavtowns I 26. Bettws Communities First Partnership I 27. Maura 
Dineen /  5our/i Wlfl/es Argus, July 24, 1961 /  Tony Wardle I 28. Ebenezer Howard I 29. Tony 
Wardle /  Ebenezer Howard I 30. Maura Dineen I 31. Alison Ravetz /  Zygmunt Bauman / South 
Wales Argus, July 24, 1961 I 32. Alison Ravetz /  Ebenezer Howard I 33. South Wales Argus, July 24, 
1961 / Ebenezer Howard I 5A. Chavtowns I 3>5. South Wales Argus, July 2A, 1961 / Tony Wardle I 
36. Colin Baker I 37. Faye Dickson I 38. Polly Toynbee I 40. Chavtowns /  Adam Phillips I 41. 
Ebenezer Howard I 42. South Wales Argus, July 24, 1961 /  Ebenezer Howard / Bettws Communities 
First Partnership I 43. Polly Toynbee I 44. 5outA Wu/es Argus, July 24, 1961 /  Will Hutton /  Colin 
Baker I 45. Bettws Communities First Partnership 1 46. Diane Reay and Helen Lucey
Sources
‘Bettws, Newport’, Chavtowns -  Britain’s Worst Places to Live, 8 April 2005. Available at: 
http://www.chavtowns.co.uk/2005/04/bettws-newport/
Zygmunt Bauman, Consuming Life (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007).
Leo Bersani and Adam Phillips, Intimacies (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2008).
‘The New Township of Bettws’, in Bettws Communities First Partnership. Available at: 
http://www.bettws.org.uk/Estate.html
‘Bettws History Project - Text 1’, in Bettws Communities First Partnership. Available at: 
http://www.bettws.org.uk/Text_l.html
Faye Dickson, ‘Bettws in Bloom scoops top UK award’. South Wales Argus, 15 September 2010.
Maura Dineen, ‘Brave New Port?’, in BBC Home: South East Wales. Last updated: February 2009. 
Available at: http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/southeast/yoursay/topics/newport.shtml
Lynsey Hanley, Estates: An Intimate History (London: Granta, 2007).
Chris Haylett ‘Culture, Class and Urban Policy: Reconsidering Equality’, Antipode, 35 (2003).
Ebenezer Howard, Garden Cities o f To-morrow (London: Swan Sonnenschein, 1902).
Will Hutton, ‘Open the Gates and Free People from Britain’s Ghettos’, Observer, 18 February 2007,
Ruth Levitas, The Inclusive Society? Social Exclusion and New Labour (Palgrave Macmillan, 1998).
V.S. Naipaul, Magic Seeds (London: Picador, 2004).
Alison Ravetz, Council Housing and Culture: The History of a Social Experiment (Oxon and New  
York: Routledge, 2001).
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Diane Reay and Helen Lucey, ‘“I don’t really like it here but I don’t want to be anywhere else”: 
Children and Inner City Council Estates’, Antipode, 32 (2000).
Margaret Thatcher, BBC News, 3 October 1980
Polly Toynbee, Hard Work: Life in Low-Pay Britain (London: Bloomsbury, 2003).
Loïc Wacquant, ‘Urban Marginality in the Coming Millennium’, Urban Studies, 36 (1999).
Note
The particular estate, Bettws, Newport, which much of the material in this poem addresses was forty- 
six years old at time of writing. Therefore the poem consists of forty-six paragraphs; each paragraph 
contains forty-six syllables.
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CHAPTER TWO 
Writing Spaces of Representation; Writing Representations of Space
In this part of the thesis I will begin to discuss the poetry that I have assembled in an 
attempt to offer a new spatial practice of the council estate. Although poems have 
been written about council estates and council estate life previous to this work, there 
presently exists no book of poems solely devoted to an exploration of this 
environmental and social context. In this chapter I will chart my various attempts at 
creating a poetry of lived and conceived spaces of the council estate and how I have 
modified this as the writing progressed. As noted above, there exist poems that deal 
with lived experience on a British council estate, such as aforementioned work of 
Paul Farley, as well as work that features council estates as part of broader poetic and 
theoretical explorations -  i.e., Allen Fisher. Furthermore, as noted in the 
Introduction, there also exists much academic and journalistic reportage on council 
estates as well as oral histories of residents’ experiences of estates (of which Tony 
Parker’s The People o f Providence about an estate in South London in 1983 is an 
exemplary example). What my project aims to do, via the hybrid form of docu- 
poetry, is to combine these (and other components) in a bid to invite the reader to 
restructure her or his own perceptions of the council estate.
In the discussion of my own work that follows I will address my attempts to achieve 
this. I will offer analyses of the poetic sources from which I have drawn as well as 
offering more information about the specific subjects it addresses (certain kinds of
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architecture, for instance). This section will first outline why I have opted to employ 
an objectivist lyric style, as opposed to a symbolist or surrealist approach, in my 
attempts to render lived space. The chapter will then go on to discuss the limits of 
this approach, in light of its exclusion of the conceptual, and how I charted a way 
forward via modernist collage techniques to forge a docu-poetry of the estate. This 
approach differs from previous portrayals of the estate by placing spaces of 
representation and representation of space in a dialectical relationship within the 
texts. This is a spatial dialectic wherein the reader must complete the synthesis, and 
in so doing inaugurate a revitalised spatial practice of the council estate environment 
that challenges the dominant political and media discourses outlined in the previous 
chapter.
PARTI 
Writing Spaces o f Representation
The initial focus of my poetry was on Lefebvre’s lived space. There are two reasons I 
began here. The first is that although Lefebvre stresses a triadic understanding of 
space, it is the space of everyday life that is placed as paramount. It is this space that 
gives birth to Lefebvre’s privileged ‘moments’; and it is this human, everyday space 
which is relentlessly suppressed by abstract space. Therefore, in such an over­
conceptualised space as the council estate, it seemed appropriate to at first excavate 
some of this lived experience: that is, to begin with the residents and the lives they 
lead.
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The Rejection of Surrealism
In attempting to write a Lefebvrian take on the council estate it may be pertinent to 
ask, given Lefebvre’s early appreciation of Surrealism, why not apply such a 
surrealist aesthetic to the council estate environment. There is a certain sense in 
doing so if one considers the discrepancy between the vision, or dream, of the estate 
and its experiential reality. As André Breton states in the first Surrealist Manifesto: T 
believe in the future resolution of these two states -  outwardly so contradictory -  
which are dream and reality, into a sort of absolute reality, a surreality, so to speak.’  ^
Breton advocated that human alienation could be overcome by accessing the resource 
of the unconscious (via such techniques as automatic writing) that the Enlightenment 
principle of rationality had suppressed. By such psychic exploration ‘the associative 
faculty of the mind could be restimulated and developed’.^  But this was not a process 
to be confined to the psychological, but had social implications too. The Surrealists 
argued that the luminous poetic analogies that emerge from surrealist writing 
practices serve to ‘reveal the principle of identity between the human mind and the 
exterior universe and hence to change man’s idea of his place in the world’.^  In 
spatial terms, Lefebvre characterises their project thus:
The leading surrealists sought to decode inner space and illuminate the nature 
of the transition from this subjective space to the material realm of the body 
and the outside world, and thence to social life."^
* André Breton, 'from Manifesto of Surrealism’ (1924), m André Breton: Selections, ed. by Mark 
Polizzotti (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 2003), pp. 143-50 (p. 150). 
 ^Short, p. 302.
 ^Ibid., pp. 302-03.
Lefebvre, Critique o f Everyday Life, p. 18.
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That is, although the Surrealists were concerned with penetrating ‘the great 
Mystery’  ^they also sought to revolutionise society. The characteristics of this 
revolution would be to connect human beings to their intuitions and emotions, rather 
than purely rational modes of thinking. They intended to expand ‘the Marxian 
dialectic beyond surplus value and the labour process to the antimonies of subjective 
existence such as dream and conscious life’.^  As addressed in the last chapter, the 
expansion of the Marxian dialectic from the workplace to everyday life is crucial for 
Lefebvre. But Lefebvre eventually saw Surrealism as severely limited in this aim; for 
him the movement merely inaugurated a ‘pseudo revolution’^  that ‘changed 
nothing’.^  Surrealism fails to transform the perception of space because it ‘belittle[s] 
the real in favour of the magical and the marvellous. [It is a] concerted attack 
directed against everyday life and human reality’ Lefebvre’s 1947 view was that
[The Surrealists] maintained a desperate, deliberate and well-nurtured duality 
through which they tried to live outside of the real world, without it, against 
it.'"
[...]
This state of semi-neurosis, partly play-acting, often little more than an 
ambivalent infantilism, allows the ‘modem’ intellectual to push far from his 
lips the bitter chalice of an everyday life which really is unbearable -  and will
5 Breton, p. 150
 ^Ibid., p. 305.
’ Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life, p. 110. 
 ^Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 19.
 ^Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life, p. 110. 
^°Ibid., p. 122.
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always be so until it has been transformed, and until new foundations for 
consciousness are established/^
By the writing of The Production o f Space in 1974 Lefebvre’s view of Surrealism 
had softened a little. He does not reiterate that it is ‘an attack on life led by poetry’ 
but he still rejected Surrealism’s ‘hyper-exaltation of symbols’ as a means to 
interrogate lived experience. Instead, Lefebvre saw lived space genuinely expressed 
by writers who "describe and aspire to do no more than describe’. T h e  surrealist 
technique overloads and overburdens the articulation of everyday lived space with a 
marvellous ‘metalanguage’^^  that exists outside the real rather than initiating a 
perceptual transformation of it. In consideration of the council estate environment, 
there is a danger that employment of a surrealist phantasmagoria of symbols would 
obscure rather than reveal aspects of the lived experience I seek to focus on. Thus, in 
an attempt to maintain congruence with my Lefebvrian project and its intent towards 
perceptual renewal, I have chosen to write in an objectivist, rather than symbolist or 
surrealist style. Charles Altieri describes the difference between objectivist and 
symbolist poetry modes thus:
On the most general level, there are probably two basic modes of lyric 
relatedness—symbolist and objectivist styles. The former stress in various 
ways the mind’s powers to interpret concrete events or to use the event to 
inquire into the nature or grounds of interpretive energies, while objectivist
Lefebvre, Critique o f Everyday Life, p. 120. 
'ribid., p. 123.
Lefebvre, The Production o f Space, p. 19. 
‘ribid., p. 39.
Ibid., p. 19.
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strategies aim to “compose” a distinct perceptual field which brings “the rays 
from an object to a focus.” Where objectivist poets seek an artefact presenting 
the modality of things seen or felt as immediate structure of relations, 
symbolist poets typically strive to see beyond the seeing by rendering in their 
work a process of meditating upon what the immediate relations in perception 
reflect.
It was this bringing of ‘rays from an object into focus’ and ‘presenting the modality 
of things seen or felt as immediate structure of relations’ that I felt spoke most 
clearly to the project of rendering Lefebvrian lived space. And it was the Objectivist 
most concerned with the everyday who became of special interest to me -  that is, 
Charles Reznikoff.
The Example of Reznikoff
Charles Reznikoff is, in Charles Bernstein’s view, ‘one of the greatest of the second- 
wave modernist poets’, h i s  ‘precision and simplicity offering ‘a compelling 
alternative to both the densely allusive collages of Pound and Eliot and the 
exhilarating word structures of Stein’. A s  aforementioned, Reznikoff was part of 
the group called the Objectivists (along with George Oppen, Louis Zukofsky, Carl 
Rakosi, Lorine Niedecker and Basil Bunting). He is perhaps in many ways the 
quintessential Objectivist. The issue of Harriet Monroe’s Poetry from 1931 (that has
Charles Altieri, ‘The Objectivist Tradition’, in The Objectivist Nexus, ed. by Rachel Blau DuPlessis 
and Peter Quartermain (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1999), pp. 25-36 (p. 26.)
Louis Zukofsky, ‘Program: “Objectivists” 1931’, Poetry, 37 (1931), 268-72 (p. 268).
Charles Bernstein, ‘Brooklyn Boy Makes Good: Charles Reznikoff, Poet of New York’, in The 
Brooklyn Rail, March 2006. Available at: http://brooklynrail.org/2006/03/books/brooklyn-boy-makes- 
good-charles-reznikoff-the-poet-of-new-york [accessed 27 May 2011] (para. 3 of 8).
Paul Auster, ‘The Decisive Moment’ (1974; 1979), in The Art o f Hunger and Other Essays 
(London: The Menard Press, 1982), pp. 16-31 (p. 17).
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since become known as the Objectivist issue) that Louis Zukofsky edited, included 
work by Reznikoff and also features Zukofsky’s seminal essay, ‘Sincerity and 
Objectification with Special Reference to the Work of Charles Reznikoff/® In 
declining to pursue a symbolic and/or surrealist approach to writing of the lived 
space of the council estate, I draw from Reznikoff s objectivist approach to the lyric. 
In opposition to Lefebvre’s accusation of surrealism (that it tries to ‘live outside the 
real world’), Reznikoff
never lets a reader rest for long in the abstract or the general and rarely 
transcends everyday detail for more than the briefest of moments, keeping his 
readers in a search for clarity in the muddy pools at the side of the road, the 
dirty air of an industrialized urban landscape and the half-completed stories 
of barely literate and inarticulate, marginalized and brutalized witnesses. [...]
[H]is perspective tends to be the ‘close-up’ [ ...].^ ^
Reznikoff s poetic is perhaps most clearly and succinctly exemplified in this two line 
poem:
Among the heaps of brick and plaster lies 
a girder, still itself among the rubbish.^^
In this poem the focus is on ‘the object itself, and the integrity of that object in and
Louis Zukofsky, ‘Sincerity and Objectification with Special Reference to the Work of Charles 
Reznikoff, Poetry, 37 (1931), 272-85.
Davidson, Radical Spaces, p. 93.
Charles Reznikoff, ‘69’, Jerusalem the Golden (1934), in The Poems of Charles Reznikoff: 1918- 
1975, ed. by Seamus Cooney (Jaffrey, NH: Black Sparrow Press, 2005), p. 107.
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of itself. This does not mean that subjectivity and human feeling are absent; as 
Reznikoff explains:
[I]n selecting the objects we write about and the music we use—in verse—we 
certainly, it seems to me, express our feelings; in other words, effective 
writing in verse is always an expression of the writer’s feelings, but it may be 
direct or indirect; and, if indirect, it may be called—by way of distinction 
from a direct expression of feeling—“objective.”"^
The above poem is written in Reznikoff s characteristically plain, unadorned style 
(he wants ‘first and above all to be clear, because communication is the purpose of 
writing’ and also characteristically spare (he ‘believe[s] in intensity and therefore 
in writing concisely’ The poem operates as a kind of urban haiku: it contains an 
observation (‘Among the heaps of brick and plaster lies / a girder’) and response 
(‘still itself among the rubble). However, some of his other shorter poems challenge 
the very notion of poetry and what we expect from (even a very short) poem. Take 
these:
The trees’ shadows lie in black pools on the lawns
[...]
Out of the hills the trees bulge;
The sky hangs in lumps of cloud.^^
^ Reznikoff, ‘Obiter Dicta’ (1976), in The Poems of Charles Reznikoff, pp. 371-79 (p. 372). 
Ibid., p. 373.
Ibid., p. 372.
Reznikoff, ‘26: Moonlit Night’, Poems (1920), in The Poems of Charles Reznikoff, p. 25. 
Reznikoff, ‘6 ’, A Fourth Group of Verse (1921), in The Poems o f Charles Reznikoff, p.30.
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[...]
Head bowed beneath her black turban, she glances up at her daughter 
who eyes in the mirror herself, yellow hair and beautiful face/^
These poems arguably do not contain a statement and development, an observation 
and response. They are just observation -  they describe, and only describe (as 
Lefebvre advocates). Paul Auster states bluntly:
The point is that there is no point. At least not in any traditional sense. These 
poems are not trying to drum home universal truths, to impress the reader 
with the sill of their making [...]. Their aim, quite simply, is to clarify. Of 
seeing and of speaking.^^
Yet Auster goes on to nuance this statement both poetically and ethically. He claims 
that for Reznikoff ‘the poem is always more than just a construction of words’. It is 
art ‘for the sake of something’ That ‘something’ is the act of perception. A 
Reznikoff poem is ‘an effort to perceive’ a way of being in and relating to the 
world. Auster draws a comparison between Reznikoff s poetic and Merleau-Ponty’s 
description of contemplation in The Phenomenology o f Perception:
[WJhen I contemplate an object with the sole intention of watching it exist 
and unfold its riches before my eyes, then it ceases to be an allusion to a 
general type, and I become aware that each perception, and not merely that of
28 Reznikoff, ‘9’, A Fourth Group o f Verse, p. 31.
Auster, p. 17. 
Ibid., p. 18. 
Ibid.
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sights which I am discovering for the first time, re-enacts on its own account 
the birth of intelligence and has some element of creative genius about it: in 
order that I may recognize the tree as a tree, it is necessary that, beneath this 
familiar meaning, the momentary arrangement of the visible scene should 
begin all over again, as on the very first day of the vegetable kingdom, to 
outline the individual idea of this tree.^^
It is the ‘intensity’ (to use Reznikoff s word) of this perceptual rebirth that is present 
in the isolated sentence, ‘The trees’ shadows lie in black pools on the lawns.’ It is 
such an intensity that I sought to achieve in focusing on how aspects of the natural 
world interact with the urbanity of the council estate in short fragments like this:
On the youth club’s puddled roof, 
a host of sparrows bathe.
‘To read Reznikoff, Charles Bernstein argues, ‘is to understand that nothing can be 
taken for granted: we do not find ourselves in the midst of an already established 
world, we do not, as if by preordained birthright, automatically take possession of 
our surroundings. Each moment, each thing, must be earned, wrested away from the 
confusion of inert matter by a steadiness of gaze, a purity of perception’. A n d  this 
is why I have looked to Reznikoff as a way of rendering the lived space of council 
estates. What I am seeking to do is re-imagine the image of the estate that is ‘taken 
for granted’ in popular discourse, to reveal that which is often overlooked. In much
Maurice Merleau-Ponty quoted in Auster, p. 18. Auster does not provide a full reference but the 
quotation can be found in Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Phenomenology of Perception (1945), trans. 
by Colin Smith (London and New York: Routledge, 2002; repr. 2005), pp. 50-51.
Charles Bernstein, ‘Reznikoff s Nearness’, in The Objectivist Nexus, pp. 210-39 (p. 26).
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the same way, the sparse, usually harrowing, narratives of Reznikoff s Testimony 
offer an alternative history of the United States, detailing the many voiceless that fell 
under the wheel on American ‘progress’.
It was nearly daylight when she gave birth to the child,
lying on a quilt
he had doubled up for her.
He put the child on his left arm
and took it out of the room,
and she could hear the splashing water.
When he came back
she asked him where the child was.
He replied: Out there in the water.
He punched up the fire
and returned with an armload of wood
and the child,
and put the dead child into the fire.
She said: O John, don’t!
He did not reply
but turned to her and smiled. "^^
34 Charles Reznikoff, ‘Domestic Scenes: f , Testimony 1885 -1 8 9 0  -  Recitative, 2 vols (San 
Francisco: New Directions, 1965), I, p. 13. Reznikoff is not solely a poet of observation, depieting life 
and its surroundings on his walks around New York. A third of Reznikoff entire output as a poet is 
derived from previous texts, most famously his two sequences. Testimony and Holocaust (Jaffrey, 
New Hampshire: Blaek Sparrow Press 1975; repr..Nottingham: Five Leaves, 2010). Both of these 
works employ a similar method:-that is, the rewriting of court reports, case files, and witness 
testimonies. Holocaust transforms in a stark and harrowing verse the atrocities recounted by 
Holocaust survivors at the Eichmann and Nuremberg trials (Reznikoff, like all the American 
Objectivists, was Jewish). His earlier work. Testimony, performs a similar practice with American 
court cases. Reznikoff, a qualified lawyer, but employed as clerk at a law firm, read through trial
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As Ian Davidson claims, Reznikoff is ‘one of the most socially committed poets of 
the twentieth century. Of all modernist poets Reznikoff engages most thoroughly and 
directly with the social conditions of his time, with the plight of immigrants and the 
dispossessed poor of the American depression.R eznikoff achieves this 
engagement not via metaphor, or any reaching for the surreal and marvellous, but 
through ‘a desire to take hold of what is’.^  ^What is, is the lived space. And as 
Reznikoff walked the streets of New York filling books with images and portraits of 
the city and its people -  the city’s spaces of representation - 1 tried, in the early lyric 
poems of this thesis, to do similarly. Physically revisiting and recalling from memory 
the estate I grew up on, I attempted (via imagination, observation, and drawing on 
my own experience) to present the lived experience of estate residents in such a way 
that problematised prevailing views of the estate as presented in much television, 
media and politics.
Cubo-Seriality
Reznikoff s poems always appear in numbered series (both the early New York 
books and the later documentary poems), but they are not organised in any 
perceptibly sequential or chronological order; and Reznikoff sometimes reordered 
them, especially for readings. This is what Charles Bernstein has called cubo- 
seriality; that is, serial poems that have a ‘modular and multidirectional’ relation to 
each other, rather than a sequential one.^  ^The literary term cubo-seriality is, rather 
self-explanatorily, related to Cubism. This painting practice invented by Pablo
reports (dating back to the 1800s) selecting those to be rewritten. This ‘documentary’ aspect of 
Reznikoff s work as well as the crucial importance of ‘series’ to his (and my) work will be discussed 
below.
Davidson, Radical Spaces, p. 100.
Auster, p. 18.
Bernstein, ‘Reznikoff s Nearness’, p. 218.
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Picasso and Georges Braque at the beginning of the twentieth century (its beginning 
is usually dated to 1907 with Picasso’s Demoiselles D ’Avignon) was influenced by 
(among other things) Cezanne’s late work of ‘painting things from slightly different 
points of view’. Following this, Braque, Picasso, and also Juan Gris, ‘began to bring 
different views of the object together on the picture surface’.R e z n ik o ff  s approach 
to the poetic series exhibits a similar intention: each poem, each fragment, offers 
another perspective -  each informing, and to an extent reforming, the reader’s 
perception of the last. As Bernstein explains:
His series are not ordered narratively, or chronologically, or historically; there 
is no necessarily logical or causal connection between the links of the chain. 
Rather, Reznikoff employs a variety of thematic and tonal shifts [...]. There 
is no poet more dedicated to foregrounding the detail and the particular than 
Reznikoff, and no poet more averse to blending these details into a 
consuming or totalizing form [...]. By constantly intercutting, or jump 
cutting, between and among and within material, the poem’s surface of local 
particularities gains primacy, in contrast to the rhetorical depth and closure 
that is aimed for in such epic montage formats The Waste Land and certain of 
the Cantos?'^
Here is a brief example (incorporating one of the fragments quoted earlier) from 
Reznikoff s A Fourth Group o f Verse:
‘Cubism’, Tate Collection Glossary. Available at:
http://www.tate.org.uk/collections/glossary/definition.jsp?entryld=80 [accessed 20 January 2011] 
(para. 1 of 1). For a more detailed exploration of Cubism’s debt to Cezanne, see Eik Kahng and 
others, Picasso and Braque: The Cubist Experiment 1910-12 (Santa Barbara: Santa Barbara Museum 
of Art, 2011), particularly Charles Polermo, ‘A Project for Wholeness’, pp. 15-37.
Bernstein, ‘Reznikoff s Nearness’, p. 217.
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Head bowed beneath her black turban, she glances up at her daughter 
who eyes in the mirror herself, yellow hair and beautiful face.
10
A TAPESTRY 
Isolde of the White Hands and her knights, holding noses 
and laughing
at prisoners whose bellies soldiers open, pulling the guts into basins.
11
VISITING
I
Almost midnight. “Good night.” “Good night.”
I close the heavy door behind me.
The black courtyard smells of water: it has been raining.
,40What were we talking about?
The poems occasionally have titles (as above) but usually they do not. They are also 
often grouped in ‘thematic clusters’"^  ^within the main series as the Roman numeral 
‘F below ‘Visiting’ indicates. The shifts can sometimes be abrupt but often the 
‘relation [...is] as if each poem were preceded by an implied “meanwhile.” Many 
of the poems are also a lot longer and more narrative (closer to the Testimony
Reznikoff, ‘9-11 .F, A Fourth Group of Verse, p. 31. 
Bernstein, ‘Reznikoff s Nearness’, p. 220.
“^ Ibid., p. 219.
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1
example) than those I have quoted above. This dedication to the ‘group’ of verse, 
though, to series, is consistent in Reznikoff s work right through to, and including, 
Holocaust. And always it is a method of composition that resists closure. It does not 
seek to present an all-comprehending vision -  that is, in spatial terms, a totalising 
representation o f space -  but moment after moment of intense seeing, one 
perspective juxtaposed with another. As Reznikoff examines the overlooked 
materials of the everyday urban environment and the lives of those closed off from 
the affluent strand of American capitalist society, so his form remains open and 
inclusive. Thus this poetic began to inform the arrangement of my own lyrics 
depicting the council estate. I attempted to ‘bring different views’ of the estate 
‘together’, without creating a totalising view of the estate.
I chose to draw on Reznikoff s style so that ‘by a steadiness of gaze’ the poems 
could place the reader not in the ‘already established world’ of dominant media 
discourse , nor in the context of the ‘general type’ but in the ‘intensity’ of individual 
humanising moments. I experimented with sequence as a way not to illustrate a 
single space of representation but a network of relatedness. In so doing, I sought a 
poetry that rejected one dominant monological narrative, and instead placed greater 
agency with the reader’s own interpretative process as each fragment is 
recontexualised by the next.
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PART 2 
Writing Representations o f Space
In this section I will discuss how I attempted to develop a Reznikoffian method in 
which the conceptual and the lived spaces could be brought into a productive 
dialectic in two poems concerned with architecture. My first attempt at this was the 
‘The Brutalist School’ and I will also discuss ‘Ronan Point’. The former poem is 
based on the school which I attended on the estate I grew up on in Newport, South 
Wales. The latter addresses the infamous tower block that collapsed in 1968 in 
Newham, London. Brutalism and the quick-bufild Larsen-Nielsen method employed 
at Ronan Point represent the two opposing poles of mid-century social housing -  the 
former idealistic, the latter politically and economically pragmatic. I will discuss 
these two poles -  as represented by the buildings that inspired these poems -  in light 
of the architectural ideas and political agendas that inform them. I will then discuss 
the construction of the poems themselves with reference to the collage method; that 
is, how I expanded Reznikoffian cubo-seriality to incorporate found materials in a 
bid to place spaces of representation in dialogue with representations of space, and 
move towards a realisation of a poetry that could provoke a reorientation of spatial 
practice.
The Brutalist School
New Brutalism was a late development, and reaction against, some earlier forms of 
modernist architecture. It was/is characterised by ‘exposed rough concrete finishes 
and chunky, blocky forms’. I t  was influenced by the post-war works of Le
James Stevens Curl, 'Brutalism’, A Dictionary o f Architecture and Landscape Architecture (2000). 
Available at: http://www.encyclopedia.com [accessed 15 March 2010] (para. 1 of 1).
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Corbusier especially his aforementioned Unité d ’Habitation, in Marseilles (1948- 
54), a block of flats ‘in which béton bruit was treated particularly uncompromisingly, 
with the formwork patterns not only visible, but deliberately emphasized’."^  The 
Brutalists had a ‘respect for materials -  a realisation of the affinity which can be 
established between buildings and man’,"^  ^which is why surfaces were often 
untreated. Their style was also influenced by Mediterranean peasant buildings. The 
Brutalists saw in these buildings ‘an anonymous architecture of simple rugged 
geometrical forms [...] unaffectedly and immemorially at home in its landscape 
setting’ Another important characteristic of Brutalism, again following from Le 
Corbusier, was an emphasis on functionalism.
Although brutalist buildings vary considerably, they are all likely to be informed to 
some degree by the concerns mentioned above. Newport High School, a brutalist 
building by Eldred Evans and David Shalev,"^  ^conforms broadly to these criteria.
Built between 1968 and 1971 at the tail-end of Brutalism’s reign, it exhibits many 
characteristics of the style -  raw concrete blockwork, with an emphasis on 
circulatory patterns that operate via systems of steps and indistinct networks of grey 
corridors. Although the building never achieved the fame of the Smithsons’ brutalist 
Hunstanton School, when Newport High School was threatened with demolition, 
there was a campaign, led by the Twentieth-Century Society, to save it (Richard 
Rogers, among others, was a vocal opponent of its destruction). The building.
Ibid.
Alison & Peter Smithson, Without Rhetoric: An Architectural Aesthetic 1955-1972 (London: 
Latimer New Directions, 1973), pp. 1-13 (p. 6.)
Reyner Banham, The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? (London: The Architectural Press, 1966), 
pp. 46-47.
Eldred Evans and David Shalev are perhaps now best known for the Tate St Ives, Cornwall. Other 
buildings of theirs include: Jesus College building, Cambridge and Compton Verney Opera House, 
Warwickshire. More information about Evans and Shalev is available at: www.evansandshalev.com 
[accessed 2 September 2010].
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however, was refused listing, due, in part, to how the building was viewed locally. 
Built on the edge of Bettws council estate, it was often referred to (in that most 
overused of architectural slurs) as an ‘eyesore’, and attracted an array of derogatory 
nicknames ranging from the severe (Colditz) to the more comic (Sausage Factory). It 
remains painfully ironic that a group of architects attracted to, as Banham suggests, a 
building being ‘immemorially at home in its landscape setting’"^  ^should find their 
own buildings (as in the case of Newport High School) sometimes rejected and 
vilified by the communities in which these buildings made their home.
A Lefebvrian Perspective
From a Lefebvrian point of view this divide in opinion about the building could be 
characterised as the difference between representations of space (the structure of 
Newport High School, conceived as it was by architects with stipulations from the 
local council, could be seen to fall into this category)"^  ^and spaces of representation ( 
the 'lived' spaces of the ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’ [...] which the imagination seeks to 
change and appropriate.’). In relation to the high school, the latter would be the 
experience of the students and teachers, etc. -  the nicknames mentioned earlier could 
be considered attempts to ‘change and appropriate’ via the imagination.
Banham, p. 47.
The Smithsons saw Brutalism as ‘building for the socialist dream, which is something different 
from simply complying with a programme written by the socialist state’ (Alison and Peter Smithson 
quoted in Hatherley, p. 33), and were concerned with what they perceived as the needs of 
communities. They were interested, for instance, in creating buildings that would ‘promote the social 
associations that they had encountered in the social-anthropological work of Peter Willmot and 
Michael Young’, and Nicholas Bullock argues that the ‘Brutalist, no-nonsense aesthetic’ of the 
Smithsons’ Golden Lane project was ‘intended to convey the gritty reality of working-class life’ 
(Nicholas Bullock, ‘Building the Socialist Dream or Housing the Socialist State? Design versus the 
Production of Housing in the 1960s’, m Neo-avant-garde and Postmodern: Postwar Architecture in 
Britain and Beyond, ed. Mark Crinson and Claire Zimmerman (New Haven & London: Yale 
University Press, 2010), pp. 321-44 (pp. 325-27)). However, brutalist buildings were still 
representations of space that were imposed from above, with little or no consultation with those who 
would actually inhabit or use them. I am unaware of any brutalist architects using anything akin to the 
User Participation Process (mentioned above) in the construction of their buildings.
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Colditz and the Sausage Factory: the choice of these nicknames is revealing with 
regards to the attitudes adopted by the local community in relation to this building. It 
is likely that the popularity of the nickname Colditz can be traced back to the BBC 
television series of the same name that began broadcasting in 1972 (a year after the 
school was completed). Colditz is a nickname that is certainly not chosen for any 
architectural affinity with Brutalism. The once World War Two prisoner-of-war 
camp is a many-times-renovated castle that contains aspects of the Gothic, an 
architectural style in binary opposition to Brutalism. Perhaps it was the word itself 
that seemed fitting: Cold-itz. It has become a cliché to describe brutalist buildings 
(and modernist architectural in general) as cold. But if one adds to this the quite 
violent sounding sibilance of the t and z -  itz -  then the name begins to sound fitting, 
even if, architecturally, it is anything but. However, any attempt to speculate about a 
connection between the nickname Colditz and the school’s architecture is highly 
problematic, not least because there is at least one other school in Wales (whose 
design has no association with Brutalism) that acquired the same nickname. The 
Sausage Factory, on the other hand, would seem to be a more peculiar choice, yet 
one similarly rich with implications.^^ The factory can be seen as an emblem of 
capitalist exploitation: the monotonous antithesis of a creative and intrinsically 
satisfying labour. Further, the choice of sausage, slightly comic perhaps, is a food we 
might generally think of as cheap and mass-produced: the leftovers from the prime
^  There is as far as I know, no other school called The Sausage Factory, but interestingly a 
propaganda film. Living at Thamesmead, made for the GLC to encourage people to move to the new 
estate contains this exchange: ‘At one point the boy looks over to the school and exclaims “it looks 
like a factory!” and the girl replies “better than my old one. Old was the word for it!’” . Owen 
Hatherley, Militant Modernism (Winchester: Zero Books, 2008), pp. 38-39. It is possible that the 
nickname The Sausage Factory has some relation to Pink Floyd’s film. The Wall (Dir. Alan Parker. 
MGMAJA. 1982), where in an animated sequence (by Gerald Scarfe) a giant head teacher is seen 
pushing students into a meat grinder. The students are squeezed out as thin, worm-like sausages. 
Available at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fvPpAPIIZyo [accessed 22 July 2012].
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cuts of meat, squeezed into a uniform of synthetic intestinal sacks. To name this 
foodstuff as what the factory is making is, perhaps, to comment on what the building 
itself implies about the pupils it is producing. To what extent this nickname (as with 
Colditz) is a response to the building itself rather than social and educational factors 
is, of course, debatable. However, to grow up in the learning environment suggested 
by these nicknames is perhaps not to grow up in an environment likely to facilitate a 
great sense of self-worth. As the social psychologist Amulf Kolstad argues:
The perception of ourselves, who we are, depends partly on the environment 
that we are part of. We define ourselves as a constituent part of the 
environment, and if the environment has a high value or status, this value is 
transmitted to each individual who is a constituent part of this totality.^^
Following this reasoning, if the environment was considered bleak or of low value, 
these characteristics would similarly be transmitted to its inhabitants. If we compare 
the implications of the nicknames (a cold, inhuman prison; a factory churning out 
sacks of scraps) with the ideals of the architects (a building at one with its 
environment, establishing an affinity with its inhabitants; wonderfully functional), a 
chasm begins to open up.
So why this chasm? The reasons are manifold and contestable, but for the purposes 
of this chapter (as it pertains to the concerns of my poem), I will limit my discussion 
to just two main points: one material, the other psychological. The first issue is
Arnulf Kolstad, ‘What Happens if  Zeleste Becomes an Architect?’, in Aesthetics, Well-being and 
Health: Essays within Architecture and Environmental Aesthetics, ed. by Birgit Cold (Aldershot: 
Ashgate Publishers, 2001), pp. 117-28 (p. 128).
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seemingly simple and often remarked upon: concrete. I address brutalist ideas about 
this material in the following section of the poem:
So light strikes. Light also flows.
July, sitting on steps.
So light strikes. Light also flows.
feeling heat pass through cotton.
So light strikes. Light also flows.
patio pools with light -
So light strikes. Light also flows.
a glimpse of the ideal:
concrete under Mediterranean sun,
the radiant apses of St Peter’s -  
in awe of Michelangelo, Le Corbusier wrote, 
reflect for a moment on this thunderbolt.
The clouds are low, heavy with rain.
The concrete grows cold and dark.
The poem draws on Banham’s contention that concrete ‘under the hard glare of the 
Mediterranean sun gave something of the effect of [...] the apses of Michelangelo’s 
St Peter’s in Rome, on which Le Corbusier had written some of the most emotional 
prose in “Vers une architecture.’” ^^  That is, it looked majestic and radiant. But as has 
often been noted, concrete may take on this beatific appearance in the ‘hard glare of
Banham, p. 16.
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the Mediterranean’, but the British climate with its many months of low grey skies 
provides a starkly different environment. Thus, British concrete structures cannot 
only lack the ‘St Peter’s in Rome’ effect, but can take on an appearance that some 
find at best dull and at worst strikingly ugly.^^ So rather than people mentioning 
Michelangelo, we might hear talk of grim, concrete monoliths (Newport High School 
was sometimes referred to in this way). There is again an irony in the fact that the 
Brutalists admired the peasant buildings of the Mediterranean exactly because of 
how at home they were in the landscape, yet thought that they could transplant this 
style (with modemist/brutalist modifications) into a very different context and that it 
would somehow fit. Yet as the poem acknowledges there may be moments, at the 
height of summer for instance, when this radiant ‘ideal’ might be glimpsed.
The second of these issues (relating to the gulf between the ideals of the architect and 
the experience of the user) is more complex, as it concerns questions of aesthetics 
and taste. Amulf Kolstad argues that the instinctive preferences we have as infants 
are, as we grow up, modified by individual experiences, but also by internalising the 
‘values and preference in a particular society and culture’.T h i s  process of 
internalising certain values would suggest that in any given culture there might be 
certain collective aesthetic passions and prejudices which would inform the 
designing of public or municipal buildings.^^ However, and this is where the chasm
Lynsey Hanley, for instance, laments bluntly (in reference to much municipal housing): ‘And 
concrete. Ugly concrete’ (p. 98).
Kolstad, p. 123.
Opposition to this tendency can be found in the writings of Vorticist Wyndham Lewis, for whom a 
dependence ‘on the collective sensibility of the period’ made architecture ‘the weakest of the arts’. 
Lewis wrote that ‘if the world would only build temples to machinery in the abstract then everything 
would be perfect.’ Wyndham Lewis quoted in Hatherley, pp. 27-28.
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begins to open up, the aesthetic values absorbed by the general public can often be 
strikingly different to those absorbed by architects. Kolstad suggests:
Architects’ preferences and tastes are normally different from lay people’s, 
due to the same developmental principle explaining differences between 
infants and adults. Professionals have a broader experience and a deeper 
knowledge partly as a result of using other concepts and yardsticks.^^
Consequently, what might seem impressive, even beautiful, to an architect could 
quite possibly appear strange or distressing to a layperson, because these two groups 
of people are, in some respects, seeing with different eyes. This disparity between the 
view of the architect and that of the layperson is never more apparent and socially 
problematic than in the case of Brutalism. Not only does Brutalism rely on a material 
(concrete) that many (though not all) find unpleasing to the eye in a British 
environment, but much of its architectural vision is guided by an aesthetic (or ethic?) 
that is mostly only well understood by those inside architectural, and associated 
intellectual, circles. Therefore, aspects of the buildings’ structural harmony and
Kolstad, p. 126. One attempt in architecture (rather than literature) at tackling this situation is the 
‘User Participation Process’ that ‘allows for the wants and needs of the users to be included in the 
final built environment’. This method was used successfully in the building of Hirstshals School in 
Denmark. As part of this process not only teachers but also the pupils themselves were asked to put 
forward their wishes and ideas. The architect then analysed all this input before designing the 
building. Consequently, the children showed more care for an environment they helped to create and 
‘vandalism and destruction [...] virtually disappeared’. It is perhaps interesting to note that ‘[t]he 
children felt a very strong need for a variety of spaces in the school, such as quiet spaces, noisy 
spaces, or soft spaces. [...] They also had specific wishes for colour: the youngest children selected 
the primary colours; older children introduced cooler colours’. Aase Eriksen, ‘Creating Built 
Environments through the User Participation Process’, in Aesthetics, Well-being and Health, pp. 101-
16 (pp. 106-08).
165
circulation patterns remain elusive to the majority of the building’s users -  hence the 
accusations of elitism.^^
As noted Lefebvre might characterise this divide as the difference between 
representations of space and spaces of representation. However, as outlined in 
Chapter One, despite the delineations Lefebvre marks out, the philosopher stresses 
that these spaces do not easily separate: they overlap and interpenetrate. It is this 
interpenetration I have tried to encourage in my poem. In the part of the poem quoted 
above, for instance, the lived experience of the student in summer does briefly 
overlap with the conceptions of the architects. For the most part, however, the way in 
which I try put the spaces in contact is structural.
Lefebvre notes that students of spaces of representation (like anthropologists and 
psychoanalysts, say) ‘nearly always forget to set them alongside those 
representations of space which coexist, concord or interfere with them’.^  ^However, 
‘the object of the exercise’, from Lefebvre’s point of view, ‘is to rediscover the unity 
of the productive process’.T herefore , what I have tried to do in the poem is to 
break down some of the intellectual and emotional barriers that maintain this huge
However, it must be noted that brutalist buildings are far from universally maligned. The Barbican 
in London, for instance, has many admirers and is at the time of writing a very fashionable (and 
expensive) place to live. See Jonathan Glancey, ‘A Great Place to Live’, Guardian, 1 September 2001. 
Available at: http://www.guardian.co.uk/education/2001/sep/07/arts.highereducation [accessed 5 July 
2010]. One interesting champion of Brutalism (and its cultural significance in Britain) is the writer 
Owen Hatherley, who argues that Brutalism is an ‘architecture both of austerity and abundance, in 
line with the contradictions of the post-1945 melange of Socialism and Capitalism [...] accentuating 
the most fertile features of both’. For Hatherley, Brutalism is both ‘Trotskyist’ (as opposed to 
Stalinist) and ‘glamorous’ in its attempts to re-imagine sites as ‘Pop Utopia[s]’. And although he uses 
words like ‘inhuman’ to describe the architecture, for him ‘[t]he only serious signs of Britain’s 
continued cultural life have been clearly brutalist-indebted’ (such as hardcore, jungle, and grime 
music). And even in a ‘ruinous condition’, these buildings, Hatherley would argue, ‘can still offer a 
sense of possibility which decades of being told “There is No Alternative” has almost beaten out of 
us.’ Hatherley, pp. 3-42.
Lefebvre, The Production o f Space, p. 41.
Ibid., p. 42.
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divide between architectural intention and lived experience, in a bid to facilitate in 
the reader a new spatial practice.
I have attempted to do this via both the form and content of the poem, although like 
Lefebvre’s spaces there are no stable demarcations here; as Robert Creeley says, 
‘FORM IS NEVER MORE THAN AN EXTENSION OF CONTENT’
(capitalisation in the original).^^ The poem utilises the objectivist-style, short lyric 
fragments discussed earlier to present the lived experience of the school’s users (and 
for this I draw on my own experience of the school). But here such experiences are 
juxtaposed, not against other lyrics, but with quoted passages about the building 
itself -  its construction and decay -  and the theories that informed it. I set these 
alongside each other with an eye to destabilising the divide between the lived and 
conceived space. For example:
there was to be a set o f specialist 
teaching areas for the vocational subjects including domestic science and metalwork, 
which were seen as appropriate to the needs o f the South Wales catchment area^^
Our first task is to make a bracelet 
from a curl of copper.
Pushed deep
into the buffer wheel.
^  Robert Creeley quoted in Charles Olson, ‘Projective Verse’ (1950), in Postmodern American Poetry, 
ed. by Paul Hoover (New York: Norton, 1994), pp. 613-21 (p. 614).
Jon Wright, ‘Newport High School’, May 2008, in Twentieth-Century Society: Casework and 
Campaigns. Available at: http://www.c20society.org.uk/casework/newport-high-school/ [accessed 22 
July 2012] (para. 4 of 11).
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each curl seeks
in that spinning 
the colour of sunrise in January.
Here I have set some stipulations from the council to the architects about work areas, 
against a short lyric depicting an activity in one of those very work areas -  a metal­
work class. In this use of Reznikoffian cubo-seriality, lived space is juxtaposed 
serially with conceived space in such a way as to inform each other. Hopefully, one 
is read or heard in light of the other.
As noted above, a further feature of this extract is that the first half is a direct 
quotation (in this case from a report by the Twentieth-Century Society). There is a 
fair amount of this kind of ‘found’ poetry in the text -  quotations from architects, 
commentators and ex-students -  that I have edited and arranged into lines. This 
approach attempts primarily to reject the aim of achieving a totalised ego-vision (as 
much of the ‘lived experience’ depicted here is remembered or imagined from an 
autobiographical standpoint) or representation of this space. However, such a 
technique simultaneously acknowledges something about language itself. That is, 
that language is never wholly ‘ours’. For Mikhail Bakhtin, ‘language for the 
individual consciousness, lies on the borderline between oneself and the other. The 
word in language is half someone else’s .E v e r y  utterance has a history. Building 
on Bakhtin’s insights, Roland Bathes famously comments that the literary text is 
always ‘a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of culture [...].
Mikhail Bakhtin, ‘Discourses in the Novel’, in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, trans. by 
Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist, ed. by Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas, 1981), p. 
293, quoted in Graham Allen, Intertextuality (London and New York: Routledge, 2000), p. 28.
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[The writer’s] only power is to mix writings, to counter the one with the others, in 
such a way as never to rest on any one of them.’^^  A text such as ‘The Brutalist 
School’ makes this process explicit: the text is literally a tissue of quotations. It 
mixes writings in a bid to create a fresh spatial practice.
Collage
Whereas the lyric juxtapositions I discussed in Part 1 were derived from Reznikoff s 
cubo-seriality, it is another literary mode indebted to Cubism that I am employing 
here: collage. Collage derives from coller, a French verb that denotes “‘pasting, 
sticking, or gluing,” as in the application of w allpaperM odern ist collage begins in 
painting again with Picasso and Braque.^^ One of the earliest examples is Picasso’s 
1912 painting, Nature-morte à la chaise cannée (Still Life with Chair Caning). Here 
Picasso glued a fragment of oilcloth on to his cubist still life of a café table. In so 
doing he challenged ‘the fundamental principle of Western painting from the early 
Renaissance to the late nineteenth century -  namely, that a picture is a window on 
reality, an imaginary transparency through which an illusion is d isce rn ed .T h e  
technique was taken up by the Futurists, the Dadaists and the aforementioned 
Surrealists. But as Pierre Jorris argues, although it is ‘in the visual arts that collage 
techniques seem the most strikingly obvious, [...] the wide range of epistemological 
quandaries that fuelled the painters’ search for a new technique, adequate to the
Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’ (1967), in Image -  Music -  Text, trans. by Stephen 
Heath (London: Fontana, 1977; repr. 1990), pp. 142-48 (p. 146).
^  Majorie Perloff, ‘Collage and Poetry’, in Encyclopedia o f Aesthetics, ed. by Michael Kelly, 4 vols 
(Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), I, 384-87. Available at: 
http://marjorieperloff.com/articles/collage-poetry/ [accessed 10 October 2011] (para. 1 of 13).
^ In Clement Greenberg’s seminal 1959 essay, ‘Collage’, he stated that the issue of who invented 
collage, Braque or Picasso, was ‘still not settled.’ Clement Greenberg, ‘Collage’ (1959), m A rt and 
Culture: Critical Essays (Boston: Beacon Press, 1961), pp. 70-83 (p. 70). And to this day it is still 
contested. Perloff attributes its invention to Picasso. Perloff, ‘Collage and Poetry’, para. 2 of 13.
^  Perloff, ‘Collage and Poetry’, para. 2 of 13.
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changed Weltanschauung [world view] of this century, fuelled the writers’ parallel 
search as much.’^^  In poetry in English, perhaps the two landmark works of collage 
from the first wave of modernists are T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land and The Cantos 
of Ezra Pound. Here are the closing lines of Eliot’s poem:
London Bridge is falling down falling down falling down
Poi s'ascose nelfoco che gli affina
Quandofiam uti chelidon- O swallow swallow
Le Prince d'Aquitaine à la tour abolie
These fragments I have shored against my ruins
Why then Be fit you. Hieronymo’s mad againe.
Dadda. Dayadhvam. Damyata.
Shantih shantih shantih^^
Seven of these eight closing lines of the Eliot’s poem are quotations -  a series of 
seemingly unrelated lines taken from: English nursery rhymes (‘London Bridge is 
falling down’); Dante (fPoi s'ascose nelfoco che gli a ffin a /Quandofiam uti 
chelidon')', an anonymous Latin poet (‘O swallow swallow’); Gérard de Nerval {'Le 
Prince d'Aquitaine à la tour abolie')’, Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy (‘Why then Be fit 
you. Hieronymo’s mad againe’), and finally the Upanishads (‘Datta. Dayadhvam. 
Damyata. / Shantih shantih shantih’).^  ^Only the self-reflexive ‘These fragments I 
have shored against my ruins’ is properly Eliot’s ‘own’, and that is, at least partially.
Pierre Jorris, ‘Collage & Post-Collage: In Honor of Eric Mottram’ (1997), in A Nomad Poetics: 
Essays (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 2003), pp. 83-93 (pp. 84-85).
T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land (1922), in Collected Poems 1909-1962 (London: Faber and Faber, 
1974), p.79.
Eliot, ‘Notes on The Waste Land, in Collected Poems 1909-1962, pp. 78-86 (pp. 85-86).
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a comment on the collage process itself. This kind of ‘[djiscontinuous composition’, 
Andrew M. Clearfield argues, ‘permitted the evolution of new modes of discourse 
unknown before’ it was a way of ‘interrupting the narratives of [...] convention’/^ 
However, Eliot’s poem does seem to visually, structurally, and rhythmically 
resemble poetry -  as the extracts are from other literary or religious sources, they 
maintain obvious musical or incantatory qualities. Pound, on the other hand, in his 
‘Malatesta Cantos’ (VII-XI) from 1930, uses large sections of epistolary prose. I 
quote at length from the end of Canto IX to demonstrate (the layout below is as it 
appears in Pound’s text, but in Pound’s original the lines go to the end of the page -  
that is, it is laid out as prose):
“Magnificent and Exalted Lord and Father in especial my 
“lord with due recommendation: your letter has been pre- 
“sented to me by Gentilino da Gradara and with it the bay 
“pony (ronzino baiectino) the which you have sent me, and 
“which appears in my eyes a fine caparison’d charger, upon 
“which I intend to learn all there is to know about riding, in 
“consideration of yr. paternal affection for which I thank 
“your excellency thus briefly and pray you continue to hold 
“me in this esteem notifying you by the bearer of this that 
“we are all in good health, as I hope and desire your Ex^ ^
“Lordship is also: with continued remembrance I remain 
“Your son and servant
Andrew M. Clearfield, These Fragments I Have Shored: Collage and Montage in Early Modernist 
Poetry (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1984), p. 129.
Ibid., p. 126.
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MALATESTA DE MALATESTIS.’^
These cantos are concerned with the life of Sigismondo Pandolfo Malatesta (1417- 
68), an Italian lord and soldier whom Pound quotes extensively throughout the poem 
-  quotations largely taken from Malatesta’s letters. But the quotations are not cut in 
rhythmical units as Eliot’s are, but are left as prose on the page. This not only 
collapses clear boundaries of authorship, but also of form. One might argue that the 
poem then ceases to be ‘poetic’ in its language. The language is poetic but not 
necessarily in the terms, outlined in both Formalism and New Criticism, that were 
contemporary to the poems’ production. The words do not become poetic by means 
of alliteration, assonance, and rhyme as we find outlined in Roman Jakobson’s 
version of the poetic function,^^ but rather it is poetic language in a more Kristevean 
sense, where the “‘literary word” [is...] an intersection o f textual surfaces, [...] a 
dialogue among several writings: that of the writer, the addressee (or the character), 
and the contemporary or earlier cultural context’ (emphasis in o rig inal).T he text is 
still defamiliarised in the formalist sense -  not via metaphor but by estranging the 
material from its original context, thus allowing for a fresh interpretation. I have 
adopted this use of prose in my own poem as way of getting a significant amount of 
conceptual information in the piece without placing too much strain on the rhythm, 
and thus creating both a visual and audible division between the lived and conceived 
sections.
Ezra Pound, ‘Canto IX’ (1930), in The Cantos (New York: New Directions Books, 1998), p. 39. 
See Roman Jakobson, ‘Closing Statements: Linguistics and Poetics’, in Style in Language, ed. by 
Thomas A. Sebeok (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1960), pp. 350-77.
Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Seniiotic Approach to Literature and Art, trans. by Thomas 
Gora, Alice Jardine and Leon S. Roudiez, ed. by Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1980), p. 65, quoted in Allen, p. 38.
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Both Eliot’s and Pound’s poems -  by extracting the quotations from their previous 
contexts and having these, mostly unqualified, fragments not build via any apparent 
logic -  are examples of ‘juxtaposition replac[ing] exposition’/^ The connections and 
correlations are left unexplained in such a way that places agency with the reader. (A 
chief characteristic of modernist texts is that they shift meaning-making from the 
writer towards the reader. They are, in Roland Bathes’s terminology, ‘writerly’ rather 
than ‘readerly’ t e x t s T h e  reader must make a ‘double reading: that of the fragment 
perceived in relation to its text of origin; that of the same fragment as incorporated 
into a new whole’.F r o m  this double reading of ‘The Brutalist School’, the reader 
must make their own synthesis. I have chosen not to put forward just one speaker’s 
subjective perspective on the school within the poem, but have attempted to create a 
polyphonic experience -  a poem of many voices that aim to deepen and complicate 
one another. The poem opens with this (which acts as a kind of prelude):
It was a brilliant exposition
of concrete construction, modular design
and orderly planning.
The prize-winning structure was 
Unloved and derided locally...seen 
as a liability...failing 
the area's children.
And here we come.
75 Perloff, ‘Collage and Poetry’, para. 9 of 13.
There is also the argument that this approach also excludes readers, and deliberately so. This issue 
will be discussed in the next chapter.
Group Mu, eds., ‘Collages’, Revue d ’esthetique, nos. 3-4 (Paris: Union Générale d’Editions, 1978), 
quoted in Perloff, ‘Collage and Poetry’, para. 1 of 13. However, this whole, for Group Mu, should 
‘never entirely suppress [...] the alterity of [its] elements’ (ibid.).
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walking the tarmac lane into the grey container, 
into the chasm
between one 
version of the story and another.
The collaged quotations (those words italicised), present voices that offer different 
perspectives that don’t so much oppose each other, as see things from different 
angles. I then offer a reflection in the final lines, which again refers to the lived 
experience of the students (of which I was one). However, in many ways the students 
in this fragment represent what the poem itself is trying to do. The poem is trying to 
walk into this chasm, to explore the divide between the representations o f space and 
the spaces o f representation (between the conceived and the lived). And although 
when it comes to the quotations in the poem, I choose whose voice gets heard and 
when, and therefore the poem can never really be said to remove itself from the 
shadow of my own prejudices, it does aspire to move toward an apprehension of the 
built environment that exposes the conflicting ideas and experiences that produce it. I 
am using collage as a way of bringing together the conceptual and the lived, not to 
form a totalising whole but to create a dialogue and a spatial dialectic.
The collage presents the components of this spatial dialectic ‘without explicit 
comment or explanation’.^  ^The synthesis does not take place within the text itself 
because the ‘trick of collage’, as the Group Mu manifesto states, ‘consists [...] of 
never entirely suppressing the alterity of [its] elements’. I  aim for ‘The Brutalist 
School’ to be what Umberto Eco refers to as an ‘open work’; that is, a poem that is
Perloff, ‘Collage and Poetry’, para. 8 of 13. 
Group Mu, para. 1 of 13.
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‘“open” to a continuous generation of internal relations which the addressee must 
uncover and select in his act of perceiving the totality of incoming stimuli’.Therefore, 
‘The Brutalist School’ presents the possibility of synthesis, not as something that takes 
place within the text itself, but as something performed by the reader: a synthesis that 
hopefully activates in that reader a reorganised spatial practice.
It is the text’s very openness, or ‘indeterminacy’, that is, Wolfgang Iser argues, ‘the 
fundamental precondition for reader participation’.^  ^Although Iser would argue that 
this ‘indeterminacy’ is present, to an extent, in all enduring literature, I would argue that 
a technique such as collage is especially conducive to allowing multiple ‘gaps’ to ‘open 
up’ in the text that ‘offer a free play of interpretation for the specific way in which the 
various views can be connected with one another’. And it is ‘[t]hese gaps [that] give the 
reader a chance to build his own bridges’.T h e  reader fills in the gaps by repairing ‘the 
unformulated connections between the particular views’. ‘The Brutalist School’ is an 
open, dialectical text -  or aims to be. But synthesis is a potential in the text that must be 
activated by the reader repairing ‘the unformulated connections’. And, as such, its use 
of collage ‘provide[s] a means of reintroducing a sense of agency through the 
reordering of experience’ This agency is essential to the reordering of social-spatial 
being.^ ^
^ Umberto Eco, ‘The Poetics of the Open Work’ (1962), in The Open Work, trans. by Anna Cancogni 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), pp. 1-32 (p. 21).
81 Wolfgang Iser, ‘Indeterminacy and the Reader’s Response’ (1971), in Twentieth-Century Literary 
Theory: A Reader, ed. by K. M. Newton, 2nd edn (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1988; repr. 1997), p. 198.
Ibid., p. 197.
Ibid., p. 198.
^ Davidson, Ideas o f Space, p. 8.
I would just like to qualify my use of reader-orientated theory here. Such theories are important to 
my argument, but they do tend to exhibit a ‘distrust of readers’ potential anarchic rebellion’, as Juliana 
Spahr puts it. Such distrust leads these theorists ‘to conceive of readers as one of them, as literary 
critics who categorize and follow reading’s conventions’ -  hence, they posit a ‘model reader’ (Eco) or 
an ‘implied reader’ (Iser) or, in the case of Stanley Fish, an idealised ‘community of readers’ wherein
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PART 3
Docu-Poetry: A Spatial Approach
In Part 2 1 discussed my poetry in relation to the term collage, but there is another more 
recent term that may be applied to it, that of ‘documentary poetry’ or ‘docu-poetry’. For 
documentary poet Mark Nowak, ‘documentary poetics is not so much a movement as a 
modality within poetry’, that he sees stretching ‘along a continuum from the first person 
auto-ethnographic mode of inscription to a more objective third person documentarian 
tendency (with practitioners located at points all across that continuum ).That said, 
docu-poetiy can be said to have its roots in two over-lapping sources: the 
aforementioned collage technique of the ‘Malatesta Cantos’, and the ballad tradition.
Documentary and Modernism
The docu-poetry that emerges from Pound arguably reaches its modernist pinnacle 
with William Carlos Williams’s Paterson. In this long work, Williams incorporates 
fully transcribed letters sent to him by the poets Marcia Nardi and Allen Ginsberg, as 
well as blocks of historical prose and even advertisements.^^ However, as Manina
‘Headers may create the work, but not individually, only through their input into this larger 
interpretive community.’ Instead, Spahr -  abstaining from any repression of subjective or unruly 
responses -  advocates a kind of ‘anarchy’ in her readers. This anarchy is not an incitement of chaos 
but rather an invitation to ‘self-governance and autonomy’, to ‘both individuality and community’. To 
posit an ideal reader for the poems in this thesis would be very similar to planners planning for their 
‘ideal’ tenants. It is my hope that these poems inaugurate in their readers a renewed spatial practice of 
the estate, but I am not prescribing how such new perceptual configurations should manifest. In 
engaging with these poems I would like ‘the reading act [to be] given as much authority as the 
authoring act.’ And it is concerns relating to this that drive the poetic experiments I discuss in the next 
chapter. Juliana Spahr, Everybody’s Autonomy: Connective Reading and Collective Identity 
(Tuscaloosa and London: University of Alabama Press, 2001), p. 13.
Mark Nowak, ‘Documentary Poetics’, in Harriet the Blog: The Poetry Foundation. Available at: 
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/harriet/2010/04/documentary-poetics/ [accessed 1 November 2011] 
(para. 3 of 5).
 ^ William Carlos Williams, Paterson (1958), ed. by Christopher MacGowan (San Francisco: New  
Directions, 1992).
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Jones argues, ‘[d]ocumentary-collage might be distinguished from the recuperative 
“mythical method” of Eliotan version of modernism.’ She goes on:
While primary strategies of the mythical method may be reference, citation, 
allusion, and quotation, it seeks to ‘confirm art as “timeless” repetition of the 
Same, repetition as incorporation’^^  [...]. In other words, citation is used for the 
maintenance of tradition and cultural continuity^^ [...]- whereas in the 
documentary-collage, repetition or re-citation always foregrounds 
recontextualization as alterity or reassessment.^^
As already discussed, it is a ‘reassessment’ of the estate space that my poetry is 
seeking, not ‘cultural continuity’, so the approach I am taking certainly differs from 
the mythical method. However, it is not just the mythical method but modernism in 
general that might be said to be in conflict with the idea of documentary. If we think 
of modernism as self-consciously oblique and difficult anti-realist art, then
[djocumentary, in contrast, seem[s] to draw its energy and inspiration from 
the antithetical realm of the everyday, the popular world upon which 
modernist art and writing had demonstratively turned its back. [...] Honesty, 
accuracy, and openness to the contingent details of the empirical world were
Manina Jones, The Art o f Difference: ‘Documentary-Collage’ and English-Canadian Writing 
(Toronto, Buffalo and London: University of Toronto Press, 1993), p. 15.
Joseph Riddel, ‘Decentering the Image: The “Project” of “American” Poetics?’, in Textual 
Strategies: Perspectives in Post-Structuralist Criticism, ed. by Josue V. Harari (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1979), pp. 322-58 (p. 346).
^  Stefan Morawski, ‘The Basic Functions of Quotation’, in Sign. Language. Culture, ed. by A. J. 
Griemas et al (The Hague: Mouton, 1970), pp. 690-705 (p. 691).
Manina Jones, pp. 15-16.
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premium values in the documentary aesthetic, and objectively existing 
‘reality’ its formal touchstone.”^^
Of course, documentary has never and could never produce ‘reality’, in film or any 
other medium. A documentary film is usually manipulated in myriad ways: how it is 
edited, the style and length of the camera shot used, whether music is employed; 
other points of consideration include whether or not people are aware of being filmed 
-  how the camera might transform their behaviour, and if the documentary involves 
interviews, how might the kind of questions asked produce certain results. But even 
if one concedes a certain amount of artifice to the documentary, one might still place 
it in a more ‘realist’ or ‘naturalist’ tradition -  a tradition that modernism is generally 
seen to be a reaction against. But the history of documentary and modernism is much 
more mixed and intertwined than this opposition suggests. For instance, in modernist 
publications such Eugene Jolas’s Paris-based expatriate journal, transition, stills 
from Nets, a documentary by Paul Strand, shared space with the latest instalments of 
James Joyce’s Finnegan*s Wake (then known as Work in Progress)^ Further to this, 
many writers of a modernist inclination were involved in the ethnographic Mass 
Observation movement. The founder member. Surrealist poet and painter Humphrey 
Jennings, submitted his paratactic reports on everyday life to the same journals that 
published his poems. ‘Jenning’s reports appear less like the rapid jottings of a 
witness on the spot than pages tom out of old books and reformed into “poems in 
prose’” .T h e s e  ‘readymade’ report-poems of street notation, when placed in a 
literary journal, bear comparison with Marcel Duchamp’s famous reframing of
^ Tyrus Miller, ‘Documentary / Modernism: Convergence and Complementarity in the 1930s’, 
Modemism/Modernity, 9 (2002), 225-26 (p. 225).
Miller, p. 226.
Ibid., p. 232.
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everyday items. Tyrus Miller argues that ‘formally innovative experimentalism and 
naturalistic explorations of everyday life were not so much opposed as [...] 
complementary moments of a broader modernist poetics’.V ic to r  Shklovsky 
recognized this in 1927. He claimed at the ‘Symposium on Soviet Documentary’ that 
‘art periodically undergoes re-emphasis on raw material. And the [...] newsreel- 
makers were right about this’.^  ^For Shklovsky defamiliarisation could be achieved 
by appropriating ‘social contents [...] directly from extra-artistic domains’.T h u s  
the ‘modernistic’ and ‘naturalistic’ are of equal value in Shklovsky’s theory of 
innovation (in film or literature), and not the antithesis of each other.^^ In literary 
works in English, it is perhaps in Williams’s Paterson that the complementary 
qualities of documentary and modernistic experimentation are most obviously 
apparent. In Book II for instance, Williams combines formal innovations of the 
poetic line -  to chart his protagonist’s Sunday in the park -  with long prose 
quotations from the letters of the poet Marcia Nardi.
The Ballad Tradition
The other literary root of docu-poetry, as aforementioned, can be traced back to the 
ballad. Gordon Hall Gerould’s classic definition of a ballad is ‘a song that tells a story 
with stress on the crucial situation, tells it by letting the action unfold itself in event 
and speech, and tells it objectively with little comment or intrusion of personal
Ibid., p. 226.
^  Victor Shklovsky, ‘Symposium on Soviet Documentary: S. Tretyakov, V. Shklovsky, E. Shub, and 
O. Brik’ (1927), trans. by Elizabeth Henderson, in The Documentary Tradition, ed. by Lewis Jabobs, 
2nd edn (New York: Norton, 1979), p. 33, quoted in Miller, p. 228.
Ibid.
Miller, p. 228.
^  See Williams, ‘Book II: Sunday in the Park’ (1948), in Paterson, pp. 41-92.
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b i a s . A n d  this ballad strand of docu-poetry is perhaps best exemplified by 
Reznikoff s aforementioned Testimony and Holocaust, and Muriel Rukeyser’s The 
Book o f the Dead from 1938, which documents the death by silicosis of hundreds of 
miners in the industrial disaster now known as the Hawk’s Nest Inciden t.W hereas 
in works such as Paterson large chunks of ‘found material’, of ‘documentary prose’, 
are pasted into the work, in Rukeyser’s and Reznikoff s work such source materials 
(court reports in the case of Reznikoff and interviews in the case of Rukeyser) are 
rewritten and versified. What follows is an excerpt from ‘George Robinson: Blues’ 
from The Book o f the Dead:
Gauley Bridge is a good town for Negroes, they let us stand 
around, they let us stand
around on the sidewalks if we’re black or brown.
Vanetta’s over the trestle, and that’s our town.
The hill makes breathing slow, slow breathing after you
Gordon Hall Gerould, The Ballad Tradition (Oxford: [n. pub,], 1932), p. 11, quoted in Alan Bold, 
The Ballad (London: Methuen, 1979), p. 97.
Jessica Johnson finds this lineage problematic and argues that ‘documentary poetry’ is best 
considered not ‘as a genre or a kind’ but ‘as a current within poetry, both in individual poems and the 
tradition of poetry.’ For her this ‘impulse’ begins not with Pound, Williams, Reznikoff or Rukeyser 
but stretches back at least to Virgil’s ‘treatises on soil’ in Georgies. However, for the purposes of this 
discussion and in consideration of the sources I have drawn on, it is the twentieth and twenty-first 
century branch of docu-poetry that I will be referring to. For a full explication of Johnson’s views, see 
Jessica Johnson, ‘Documentary Poetry?’ in The Kenyon Review: Blog, 3 March 2008. Available at: 
http://www.kenyonreview.org/2008/03/documentary-poetry/laccessed 22 July 2012]. For a further 
consideration of Johnson, Nowak, and Philip Metres’s views on docu-poetry, see Martin Earl, 
‘Documentary Poetry and the Language Surge’, in Harriet the Blog: The Poetry Foundation, 13 April 
2010. Available at: http://www.poetryfoundation.org/harriet/2010/04/documentary-poetry-and- 
language-surge/ [accessed 22 July 2012]. David Wright in his 1976 anthology. The Penguin Book o f  
Everyday Verse: Social and Documentary Poetry 1250-1916, ed. with an introduction by David 
Wright (London: Penguin, 1976), employs the term ‘documentary verse’ as a poetry concerned with 
everyday life, ‘the transitory actualities of living’, that include ‘work, amusements, education, toilet, 
dress [...] urban and rural life, high and low’. The anthology includes broadsheet ballads and 
anonymous medieval verse as well works by Milton, Swift, Blake and Byron. It is the subject matter 
that qualifies a poem for inclusion here rather than any question of technique. Wright, ‘Introduction’, 
pp. 19-20.
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row the river,
and the graveyard’s on the hill, cold in the springtime blow, 
the graveyard’s up on high, and the town is down below.
Did you ever bury thirty-five men in a place in back of your 
house,
thirty-five tunnel workers the doctors didn’t attend, 
died in the tunnel camps, under rocks, everywhere, world 
without end.^^^
Unlike Reznikoff s third-person account in the poem from Testimony looked at in Part 
1, Rukeyser writes, at least partially, in the first person. In my poem ‘Ronan Point’, I 
use a combination of these approaches. The poem employs found material of the sort 
used by Williams, but also in the ballad tradition of Reznikoff and Rukeyser, I have 
used source materials (interviews, newspaper reports) to reimagine and versify, in both 
the third and first person, the human details of the disaster.
Ronan Point
In accordance with the documentary poetic discussed above, the poem ‘Ronan Point’ 
draws on an actual event, the collapse of a tower block of that name in East London. 
Below I will offer an overview of the Ronan Point disaster to provide a context for 
reading the poem. This overview draws on the same sources as the poem itself. 
However, whereas the historical account that follows sketches out a narrative of what
Muriel Rukeyser, ‘George Robinson: Blues’ (1938), in The Collected Poems o f Muriel Rukeyser, 
ed. by Janet E. Kaufman & Anne P. Herzog with Jan Heller Levi (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 2005), p. 87.
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happened and why, the poem is a Lefebvrian collage juxtaposing found materials and 
lyric pieces concerning how the space was lived (as a residence) and conceived (both 
economically and politically).
The Building
Unlike Newport High School, Ronan Point was not brutalist. It was a high-rise block 
and thereby indebted to modernism but any temptation to conflate it with such late- 
modemist projects as Brutalism should be resisted, as such tower blocks really 
represent the opposite pole of 1960s social housing. That is, not building informed by 
any architectural ideal, but by economic and politically pragmatic concerns. There 
can be little doubt that Le Corbusier would have been horrified by how Ronan Point 
was constructed. Thus the ‘Ronan Point’ poem is not concerned, as ‘The Brutalist 
School’ is, with the conflict between the ideals of the architect and lived experience 
of the user, but rather with how the political and economic decisions regarding the 
construction of certain spaces affect the lives and deaths of its inhabitants.
Ronan Point was a high-rise block of flats (twenty-two storeys high, containing one 
hundred and one flats) built between 1966 and 1968 in Clever Road, Canning Town. 
This was on the outskirts of London’s East End in the then new borough of Newham 
(a merger of the East Ham and West Ham borough councils). According to Patrick 
Dunleavy, ‘[o]n almost any “quality of life” index—such as the prenatal mortality 
rate, pupil-teacher ratios, lack of basic housing facilities, levels of air pollution, the 
provision of public space, the extent of vacant land holdings, etc.—the Newham area
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is one of the worst parts of Greater London.’ Lynsey Hanley argues that ‘Newham, 
in all its newness, needed to consolidate the trust and approval of its tenants if the 
merger was to be successful.’ The erection of these kinds of tower blocks (to 
house the many working-class people whose homes were irreparably damaged by 
World War Two) can be seen as (a doomed) attempt at such consolidation. But there 
are other political reasons too, as Dominic Gallagher argues:
Municipal leaders saw high-density housing as a means of preventing 
population drain: the more people they governed, the stronger their city’s 
position would be vis-a-vis Whitehall. And since the 1956 Housing Act 
introduced subsidies to local councils for every floor they built over five 
storeys, there existed a clear financial incentive to build high.^°^
The method used in the construction of the building was the Larsen-Nielsen. This 
Danish system was ‘composed of factory-built, precast concrete components 
designed to minimize on-site construction work. Walls, floors and stairways are all 
precast.’ The lack of on-site work needed saved both time and money (as skilled 
workers were not needed to assemble it). Resident council architect T. E. North saw 
this method as ‘the answer to our growing manpower shortage’.
Patrick Dunleavy, The Politics of Mass Housing in Britain, 1945-1975: A Study o f Corporate 
Power and Professional Influence in the Welfare State (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), p. 206. 
Hanley, pp. 106-07.
Dominic Gallagher, ‘Ronan Point’, From Here to Modernity Building (BBC/The Open University). 
Available at: http://www.open2.net/modernity/3_13.htm [accessed 28 June 2011] (para. 7 of 10).
‘Systems Built Apartments Collapse’, in Engineering News-Record, 23 May 1968, p. 23, quoted in 
Cynthia Rouse and Norbert Delatte, ‘Lessons from the Progressive Collapse of the Ronan Point 
Apartment Tower ‘, in Forensic Engineering: Proceedings of the Third Conference, ed. by Paul A. 
Bosela, Norbert J. Delatte, and Kevin L. Rens (San Diego: American Society of Civil Engineers, 
2003), pp. 190-200 (p. 190).
T. E. North, in Dunleavy, p. 206.
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The dangers inherent in building with a lack of skilled workers on site were 
exacerbated by the building contractors, Taylor Woodrow-Anglian, employing 
Philips Consultant engineers -  a subsidiary of TW-A. After the disaster, the Griffiths 
Tribunal concluded it was ‘desirable’ for such engineers to ‘be entirely independent 
of the contractors’/^^ The implication being that, as a subsidiary of TW-A’s own 
company, these engineers were less likely to question the unsoundness of the 
structure of Ronan Point/^^ The flats were very quickly filled (only a few flats were 
still empty when the collapse happened, luckily many of those flats were the ones 
that did collapse). At 5.45 a.m. on 16 May 1968, a fifty-six year-old cake decorator 
called Ivy Hodge went to make a cup of tea. Before she had even turned on the gas to 
boil the kettle, a huge explosion occurred that brought down one comer of the 
building.
On investigating it was found that the explosion was caused by a gas leak. The brass 
nut used to attach the stove to the hose was substandard. However, the faulty nut was 
the cause of the leak but not of the complete collapse of the side of the building. 
Local architect Sam Webb found a list of incompetence (I quote at length to 
demonstrate the extent of this):
One of the simplest tests was to get a sheet of paper, tear a strip off, put it 
against the skirting board, and let it go at one end. The loose end was coming 
out at ceiling level in the apartment below. Another basic test was to put a 
coin up against the wall and let it go. It fell through the gap as if going into a
Ministry of Housing and Local Government (1968), pp. 6-7, in Dunleavy, p. 228.
West Ham council accepted Taylor Woodrow-Anglian ‘insistence’ (Dunleavy, p. 228) on this point 
‘as a matter of expediency’. West Ham Minutes, 79B (1964-65), in Dunleavy, p. 206.
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slot machine.
[...]
I knew we were going to find bad workmanship -  what surprised me was the 
sheer scale of it. Not a single joint was correct. Fixing straps were unattached: 
levelling nuts were not wound down, causing a significant loading to be 
transmitted via the bolts: panels were placed on bolts instead of mortar. But 
the biggest shock of all was the crucial H-2 load-bearing joints between floor 
and wall panels. Some of the joints had less than fifty percent of the mortar 
specified.
Even before the explosion ‘the building was beginning to break up in high wind’.^ ^^  
The building had no ‘structural redundancy’, no ‘fail-safe mechanisms’. T h u s  
when the load fell from the explosion on the floors below, each successive floor just 
gave way until it reached the bottom.
Five people died in the collapse. Given the extent of the damage, the residents were 
very lucky that the death count was not higher. This is put down largely to the early 
hour and many people still being in their bedrooms (it was for the most part the 
living rooms that collapsed). Ivy Hodge, knocked unconscious by the blast, 
miraculously survived. Others survived but were involved in terrifying situations, 
such as that reported in the poem of a woman being held from falling by her spouse 
(while he clutched their infant in his other arm). Remarkably, Patrick Dunleavy 
reports that despite the fact that
Sam Webb quoted in Rouse and Delatte, p. 196. 
Ibid.
Rouse and Delatte, p. 195.
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the flats had been found liable to progressive collapse, that the safety of all 
system-built flats in Britain should be checked [...] the council leadership 
still did nothing to halt progress on the unbuilt blocks. Taylor Woodrow- 
Anglian made rapid process on the contract.
The justification for this was that the council had committed the contractors to heavy 
expenditure, and TW-A were threatening the council with a penalty fee if they pulled 
out. Thus, the building proceeded under the condition that all existing buildings be 
strengthened to meet new Government safety standards. Once the decision to 
continue building was approved, however, TW-A said that such safety provisions 
could not be met. The company also refused the council’s invitation, out of a sense of 
responsibility for the disaster, to contribute to costs of safe-guarding the buildings. 
TW-A took the new contracts, but they never contributed any money to the project or 
ever accepted any liability for the structural failings of the buildings.
However, although the Griffith Tribunal report did not assign blame to any 
individuals, the collapse of Ronan Point did undermine the ‘careers of several 
prominent local and national politicians as the press began to investigate connections 
between them and companies which specialised in system-built tower blocks’.
More widely the case of Ronan Point also created a huge backlash against tall 
buildings and the modernist movement in general.^
Dunleavy, pp. 246-47. 
"“ ibid., pp. 249-51.
Gallagher, para. 8 of 10. 
"^Ibid., para. 10 of 10.
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Whether instigated by Newham council with a political agenda to gain more power 
in Whitehall or simply to consolidate the image of that new council, it is clear that 
the cost of TW-A’s economic and ethical comer-cutting in the building of Ronan 
Point was paid for with the lives of working-class people. Even without the negligent 
workmanship Webb found throughout the building, the Larsen-Nielsen method was 
still not intended for use in buildings of more than six storeys. Much of the 
information emerging from the investigation into the building’s collapse was kept 
from the public. Rouse and Delatte ask in their paper surveying the failure:
Was it a question of ethics or politics? By the time the inquiry’s findings were 
published in 1968, many large panel concrete buildings had been completed. 
This was the govemment’s method of keeping its promise of housing the 
numbers of people living in slums, after the war had demolished a quarter of 
the homes in England. The govemment did not want to consider demolishing 
these buildings. At least six Larsen-Nielson system buildings had been 
completed by this time. There was not enough money to strengthen them. So 
did the govemment endanger the lives of the residents of these facilities by 
taking only minimal action to strengthen the buildings?’
The Poem
In accordance with the poetic previously set out in this chapter, the poem does not 
offer an answer to this question. Rather inviting the reader to synthesise, it presents a 
series of juxtaposed documentary and lyric fragments that expose the political and 
economic considerations that combined to create the disaster, as well as the human
Significantly, North’s report to the council does not mention this. See Dunleavy, p. 227. 
Rouse and Delatte, p. 198.
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experience of that disaster. The information is taken from newspaper reports of the 
time, both local (the Newham Recorder) and national (the Guardian and the 
Telegraph), as well from interviews conducted by the BBC and, a decade later, by 
the academic Patrick Dunleavy. Further extracts are taken from Sam Hill’s report of 
the building’s architectural failings, as well as minutes from council meetings.
In the case of the opening lyric, following the example of Rukeyser, I have taken 
some spare details from a news article of a couple who died in the collapse. The 
details of the couple refusing several times to move into the flat are lifted from the 
report; the bedroom scene is, obviously, imagined. I have opened with this and 
written from the first person as I wanted to foreground the human tragedy of this 
disaster. In much of the contemporary investigations and academic analysis that 
followed the collapse, the victims are rarely mentioned. Therefore, I wanted to 
emphasise this: the flats were a lived space, a space where people lived (sometimes 
against their will) and died. A similar technique is employed in the description of Ivy 
Hodge and the local man who was not a resident but entered the collapsed building to 
help those who could not easily get out -  offering a counterpoint, in terms of human 
behaviour, to the irresponsible decisions (that led to the disaster) implied elsewhere 
in the text.
Following the Paterson model, I have also included sections of documentary prose.
As with The Brutalist School’, the prose concerns the building, its structural 
problems, and political and company statements made about it, whereas the verse 
represents the experience of the residents -  again, juxtaposing representations of 
space and spaces of representation. But as stated previously, it is not the ideals of an
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architect that I am attempting to draw attention to here. To think of representations of 
space solely in these terms is a mistake. Representations of space are ‘in thrall [...] to 
power’ they do not arise under the sole direction of an inspired architect but 
emerge via a confluence of technocratic, political and economic decisions. In the 
case of Ronan Point there was no architect: systems building makes them an 
irrelevancy. Thus the space of Ronan Point was created without any specific thought 
for the space itself, but only with how the construction of such a space would be a 
means to other ends -  which included getting people out of the slums, but also 
factored in the achieving of political currency (on the part of the council) and profit- 
making (on the part of TW-A).
As with ‘The Brutalist School’, the poem juxtaposes lyric and quoted fragments. 
Unlike the former poem, though, the text is entirely taken from other sources 
(whereas I draw on my first-hand experience of attending the school), which places 
this poem perhaps more firmly in the ballad strain (with little personal ‘comment or 
intrusion’) of the docu-poetry tradition.
Criticisms
However, this use of mixed-genre, collage composition for a social end comes in for 
criticism from a number of sources. For instance, Nada Gordon, the poet and flarf 
collective member, criticises docu-poetry for ‘shoehoming [...] didactic social 
message[s] into poetic forms’. For her, poetry is something ‘precious and artificial’ 
that should not be overly concerned with ‘creating ripples of social change, but
Lefebvre, The Production o f Space, p. 50.
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making one’s heart race’/^° She does not reject the importance, or decline any 
interest in, the information provided in docu-poetry, but feels on the one hand, that 
the reportage is damaged by the use of ‘poetic devices’ and on the other hand, that 
the poetry has the ‘the deadness of the already decided’
Gordon is not alone. George Szirtes criticises docu-poetry because he believes ‘[t]he 
truths the poem deals with are not evidentiary truths. [...] They do not lead back to 
the real life outside the poem: their truths refer to the real life inside the poem’.^ ^^  
Szirtes’s criticism is that the docu-poem is not a self-contained entity. Szirtes goes 
on: ‘The real life in poems comes at us with the sudden clear cry of particularity as 
any phenomenon might, but it does not conduct us into the world of cause and effect, 
the world of b iog raphy .A lthough  the criticisms differ, both Gordon and Szirtes 
criticise docu-poetry for, essentially, not being ‘proper’ poetry. But as Joseph 
Harrington points out, this criticism is in no way new. Whether they are aware of it 
or not, these poets are echoing comments made in the first half of the last century in 
response to works such as those by Williams and Rukeyser referred to above.
Of Rukeyser’s The Book o f the Dead, the New York Herald-Tribune books section 
wrote: ‘While it contains some brilliant journalism, and sections of it [...] are poetry 
of a high order, the sequence is [...] overfreighted with document.’ And Randall
Nada Gordon, ‘On Docu-poetry: A Febrile Meditation’, Ululations, 20 February 2009. Available 
at: http://ululate.blogspot.co.uk/2009/02/on-docu-poetry-febrile-meditation.html [accessed 5 March 
2012] (para. 1 of 1). I was directed to Gordon’s blog post by Joseph Harrington’s article, ‘Docupoetry 
and Archive Desire’, Jacket! (October 2011). Available at: http://jacket2.org/articles/archive/201110 
[accessed 3 March 2012]. My discussion of the criticism of documentary poetry here (including some 
of the sources I draw on) is indebted to this Harrington article.
Gordon, ‘On Docu-poetry: A Febrile Meditation’, para. 1 of 1.
George Szirtes, ‘Missing Dates/Sleeve Notes’, Poetry, 191 (2001), p. 39, quoted in Harrington, 
‘Docupoetry ’, para. 5 of 29.
Szirtes, p. 40, in Harrington, ‘Docupoetry’, para. 5 of 29.
Harrington, ‘Docupoetry’, paras. 3-8 of 29.
New York Herald-Tribune, quoted in Harrington, ‘Docupoetry’, para 3 of 29.
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Jarrell asked of Williams’s poem, ‘[w]hat has been done to [the excerpts] to make it 
possible for us to respond to them as art and not as raw reality? to make them part of 
the poem ‘Paterson’? I can think of no answer except: They have been copied out on 
the typewriter* (emphasis in original)/^^ These comments, arising as they do from a 
time when New Criticism was dominant, are fuelled by the idea that, as Harrington 
notes, ‘the poem is and ought to be considered as an organic whole, with no 
undigested elements; moreover, all of it should be the original product of the 
individual imagination.’
These criticisms, both old and new, can be condensed into three main points: the docu- 
poem is didactic; it points outside itself; and it is not the product of an individual 
imagination. I will now attempt to answer these criticisms with regards to my own 
poetry in this thesis. On didacticism, yes, the poem is socially and spatially concerned.
It does aim to alter the social-spatial being of its reader. It is not intended just to make 
the ‘heart race’. But its very constmction as collage resists the worst accusations of 
didacticism, I would argue. The poem is out to expose rather than inculcate. As stated in 
my Introduction, the work is ‘for the sake of education’, but in the John Dewey sense 
of the term -  that is, ‘being a new training of modes of perception’. Edgar Allan Poe 
claimed didacticism as one the worst heresies of poetry, and Keats claimed that we
Randall Jarrell, Partisan Review, 18 (1951), pp. 698-700, repr. in William Carlos Williams: The 
Critical Heritage, ed. by Charles Doyle (London, Boston and Henley: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980), 
p. 239. Jarrell was a great admirer of the first book of Paterson, claiming it ‘the best thing William Carlos 
Williams has ever written; I read it seven or eight times, and ended up lost in delight.’ However, as is 
evident from the 1951 review, Jarrell became less and less enamored with each book. Randall Jarrell, 
Partisan Review, 13 (1946), 493-98; repr. in Doyle, p. 174.
Harrington, ‘Docupoetry’, para. 3 of 29.
Edgar Allan Poe, ‘The Poetic Principle’ (1850), in The Poetical Works of Edgar Allan Poe, 
Together with his Essays on The Poetic Principle and The Philosophy o f Composition, and Critical 
Memo/r (London: Moxon, 1882), pp. 183-218 (pp. 191-92).
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are averse to poetry that has ‘a palpable design upon us’/^^ But the poem I have 
constructed, as I have previously suggested, is an open work, a writerly text, a text 
where the reader must organise and synthesise the material into their own spatial 
practice. As David Ray Vance comments about the docu-poetry of Mark Nowak, the 
poem shapes
the reader’s understanding by alternating and juxtaposing these documentary 
frames to draw out their relatedness -  an interrelatedness that the poet has 
discovered and/or created but which he doesn’t assert or state so much as 
stage.
And it is following such an approach of staging rather than asserting that I have 
constructed the poem. Yes, the devices might get in the way of the reportage, but the 
reportage can be sought out elsewhere (by following the references). The docu-poem’s 
inherent qualities of combination allow the reader to participate in the construction of 
meaning in a way that an essay would not.
The mention of ‘references’ above also speaks to Szirtes’s criticism that a poem cannot 
‘lead outside the poem’. On the contrary, I would hope that that is exactly what these 
poems do. The list of references point outside the poem to other texts and perspectives; 
the poem is not trying to shut down an argument but open one up; the text does not seek 
to be the last word on any building or estate but rather a potential jumping-off point.
John Keats, ‘Letter to John Hamilton Reynolds’, Hampstead, 3 February 1818, in The Complete 
Works o f John Keats, Vol. IV: Letters: 1814 to January 1819, ed. by H. Buxton Forman (Glasgow:
Go wars & Gray, 1901), pp. 70-74 (p. 71).
David Ray Vance, ‘Mark Nowak: Radical Documentary Praxis [Redux]’, in American Poets in the 
2 T ‘ Century: The New Poetics, ed. by Claudia Rankine and Lisa Sewell (Middletown: Wesleyland 
University Press), pp. 336-52 (p. 340).
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That does not mean that the poem cannot function as a poem. As Philip Metres 
comments in response to Szirtes, ‘[t]he documentary poem opposes Szirtes’s idea of a 
closed system, inviting “the real life outside the poem” into it while also offering 
readers a journey into the poem.’^^  ^My poems aim to offer journeys both inward and 
outward. The New Criticism argument that docu-poetry fails because it is not the work 
of one imagination is problematised by the point that I made earlier in reference to 
Bakhtin and Barthes -  that is, that all texts are to an extent intertextual. Further to this, 
the very employment of a collage of voices aims specifically to resist presenting the 
estate space as the product of one dominant imagination. Instead, as James Clifford says 
of ethnographic collage, ‘[t]he cuts and sutures of the research process are left visible; 
there is no smoothing over or blending of the work’s raw data into a homogeneous 
representation.’ However, as I would hope is evident from the poems discussed thus 
far, this inescapable intertextuality and a resistance to ‘smoothing over’ does not 
inevitably place these poems and language itself in some self-negating loop that 
presupposes that all referential meaning is somehow suspect. Metres sees the current 
‘literary historical moment’ as one in which ‘poetry has been running willy-nilly away 
from its representational possibilities, away from its commitments to the socius, and 
into the fantasy that it is about language i t s e l f . M y  poems propose a direct contact 
with the social -  and, here, that is explicitly the social-spatial.
Philip Metres, ‘From Reznikoff to Public Enemy: The Poet as Journalist, Historian, Agitator’, in 
The Poetry Foundation. Available at: http://www.poetryfoundation.org/article/180213 [accessed 10 
November 2010] (para. 2 of 27).
James Clifford, The Predicament o f Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), quoted in Spahr, p. 128.
Philip Metres, ‘Comments’, ‘From Reznikoff to Public Enemy: The Poet as Journalist, Historian, 
Agitator’, in The Poetry Foundation. Available at:
http://www.poetryfoundation.Org/article/180213#comments [accessed 17 April 2012] (para 3. of 10).
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Conclusion
I began this chapter by outlining my reasons for using an objectivist lyric; and how such 
a lyric could be used serially to prevent the poems becoming monological utterances, 
and instead encourage a multiplicity of perspectives on how the space of the council 
estate was lived. I went on to discuss the limitations of this approach -  that is, as it 
excluded the conceptual, it could not adequately instigate the kind of spatial practice I 
was aiming for. In response I began to compose a docu-poetry -  a poetry that 
intersperses the objectivist lyrics (drawn from my own experience as well as 
documentary sources) with a collage of found materials (specifically texts addressing 
representations of space). I discussed how this combination of lyric and document was 
not intended to form an argument that could then be consumed by a reader, but rather 
for the text to remain open, for the text to combine various elements without attempting 
to abolish the alterity of those elements. In so doing, I have heeded Antoine 
Compagnon’s claim that ‘[t]he dialectic of citation is all-powerful’, a n d  have aimed 
to create a spatial dialectic that invites the reader to create their own syntheses.
Antoine Compagnon, Im  seconde main ou le travail de la citation {The Second Hand or the Work 
o f Citation), p. 29, trans. by and quoted in Marjorie Perloff, Unoriginal Genius: Poetry by Other 
Means in the New Century (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2010), p. 4.
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CHAPTER THREE 
Samples and Sentences
In this chapter I will discuss the two final poems in the collection. As part of this 
discussion, I will return to examine in more detail a subject referred to briefly in 
Chapter One: the first wave of mass council housing in Britain, otherwise known as 
David Lloyd George’s ‘Home for Heroes’ initiative. I will also consider the ideas 
and idealists that were looked to in pursuit of this aim: namely, Raymond Unwin and 
Ebenezer Howard. Furthermore, I will explore the relevance of the philosopher 
Gaston Bachelard to my collage of the council house. And in terms of poetics, I will 
explain my move away from using objectivist lyrics juxtaposed with blocks of 
documentary prose towards a more fully integrated prose poetry. In this prose poetry 
the division between lived and conceived space is no longer so explicitly spatially 
and audibly divided but is both more fragmented and more enmeshed. Lastly, I will 
consider whether such a fragmentary style moves the poetry into the realm of what J. 
H. Prynne labels ‘difficult’ poetry, and engage with the argument that many people 
who inhabit the estate might not possess the interpretative strategies to engage with 
such a poetry. In the course of my argument, I will investigate the tension between 
the aesthetics of the avant-garde and those of the working-class that begins with 
literary modernism. In defence of my approach, I point to over thirty years of 
‘sampling’ in popular music -  discussing work by Grandmaster Flash and Public 
Enemy, in particular. I will argue that a multi-track collage technique, far from being 
exclusive, is a technique deeply ingrained in our popular culture. This aspect of 
culture -  with its roots in the black working-class aesthetic of hip hop -  has, I argue, 
very likely equipped a range of readers with the ability to engage productively with
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the dialectic of the later poems of this thesis and thus to create a new spatial practice 
from such an engagement.
PART 1
Cell and World: House and Revolution
The poem ‘Cell and World’ mixes citations from the Tudor Walters Report (and 
other earlier quotations by Raymond Unwin) with quotations from politicians from 
the period (1918-21) concerning housing and the fear of revolution. These are 
interspersed with fragments of personal observation from the modem three-bedroom 
council house I grew up in -  a cheaper, smaller, later example of the council house, 
which can trace its lineage back to Unwin -  and quotations about the house from the 
‘philosopher-poet’  ^Gaston Bachelard.
Many of the quotations in this poem deal with the incidents already discussed in the 
Introduction regarding the first mass council housing project. The govemment of 
1918 were concemed that, post Armistice, the presence of an increasing number of 
strikes (particularly in Scotland and South Wales) coupled with the profusion of 
demobilised soldiers could be a recipe for revolution -  a fear fuelled by the 
occurrence of such events in Russia and Germany.^ Reports suggested that a chief 
cause of unrest, after food, was a lack of sufficient dwellings. Consequently, the 
govemment tumed to Raymond Unwin, whose ideas about housing significantly 
shaped the recommendations of the Tudor Walters Report of 1918. The report had 
stated:
* Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 121. 
 ^Swenarton, p. 48.
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If [...] a bold and enlightened policy is pursued by which all the housing 
agencies including local authorities, public utility societies and the best forms 
of private enterprise have their due and fitting place under the supreme 
direction of a well-organised and efficient Central Department, we may have 
in the future, instead of gloomy streets and squalid dwellings, spacious 
suburbs with convenient and attractive houses designed by competent 
architects, with districts planned so as to provide the amenities of healthy 
social communities/
The Tudor Walters Report set out a series of stipulations for good housing that far 
exceeded even the impressive tenements at Boundary Estate. It prescribed that 
‘houses should not be built with less than three bedrooms’,"^ that the living-room 
should be ‘ 15 to 17 feet by 12 feet’ in size,^ and that each should have a scullery with 
a window that overlooked a garden where the housewife could see the children 
playing. The importance of sunlight was stressed, as was the preservation of ‘any 
existing views and features of interest or beauty’.^  Beyond this, the report also 
stressed that the ‘site should be considered as the future location of a community^ 
where ‘access to existing industrial centres’ was important but so too was ‘the 
satisfaction of the social, educational and recreational needs of the prospective 
tenants’.^
 ^Tudor Walters Report, p. 7.
“ Tudor Walters Report, p. 26. 
^ThiH n 90 Ibid., p. 29, 
 ^Ibid., p. 12, 
 ^Ibid., p. 11, 
 ^Ibid., p. 10,
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This remarkably progressive document came to be seen as the antidote to the 
growing unrest throughout the country. It was the Clydeside strike (for the 40-hour 
week) in 1919 that brought things to a head with the Conservative deputy prime 
minister, Bonar Law, proclaiming that ‘everything depends on beating the strike in 
the Glasgow area, as if the strikers are successful there the disorder will spread all 
over the country’ As a result, the first mass council housing plan was put into 
operation as an insurance against revolution. However, by 1921 a less fearful 
govemment faced down the threatened ‘Triple Alliance’ strike of the miners, 
railroad, and transport workers -  that for a confluence of reasons never came to pass. 
And with a growing middle-class backlash against govemment spending -  referred to 
as ‘squandamania’^^  -  the grand houses and gardens suggested by the Tudor Walters 
Report were no longer built, and were replaced by smaller, cheaper, and more 
quickly built altematives.
Through a selection of quotations I chart this progress through the poem. But I 
intersperse these quotations with observations of the lived space of a modem-day 
council house. The aim here is to expose how this history of idealism and revolution, 
of strikes and political appeasement, has shaped the space, and thus the lives of the 
inhabitants of the present-day council house (even if those inhabitants are 
unconscious of it, as I was growing up). The council house has a revolutionary 
history. The space is at once a remarkable achievement of progressive thinking and 
also as an instmment of pacification, an anti-revolutionary tool. That the sentences 
depicting the current lived experience of the house and those sentences that offer an
 ^Bonar Law quoted in Swenarton, p. 48.
Swenarton, p. 49.
" Beaverbrook and Northcliffe press, ‘anti-waste’ campaign, quoted in Swenarton, p. 53.
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historical account of the house do not obviously relate to each other (and do not form 
any obvious linear connection) is a formal enacting of the obliviousness of this lived 
experience to spatial history. But the fact that they are so enmeshed in the same prose 
passage -  with the reader jumping from one to the other -  formally demonstrates 
how they impact each other.
Bachelard’s Poetics of Space
Entwined among the juxtapositions discussed above are ex extracts from Gaston 
Bachelard’s The Poetics o f Space. The book is a phenomenological study of how we 
experience intimate spaces -  primarily the house, and those things therein, such as 
drawers and night-dressers. Bachelard examines the phenomenology of the house by 
examining a range of poetic and literary examples. I feed Bachelard’s own 
reflections on these examples back into poetry. For Bachelard, our unified experience 
of the house is actually a complex configuration, or spatial practice, of memories and 
dreams (as well as what we might have read). Fragments of dreams and daydreams, 
of memories and imaginings, infuse our unified experience of the house. And this has 
implications for how we experience and inhabit spaces subsequent to this. As 
Bachelard argues, ‘all really inhabited space bears the essence of the notion of the 
home’.^ ^
It is Bachelard’s recognition of this interplay of fragmentation and unity in 
apprehending space that Lefebvre applauds. Lefebvre writes that ‘[w]e are indebted 
to Gaston Bachelard [...] for some memorable passages on the House’, a ‘house that
Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics o f Space (1958), trans. by Maria Jolas (Boston: Beacon Press, 1994), 
p. 5.
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brings together in its unity of the dream the dispersed fragments of the Ego’.^  ^As 
Stuart Elden notes, Bachelard’s work was important to Lefebvre at many periods of 
his output, right up to his final publications/^^ However, Lefebvre does take issue 
with Bachelard’s presentation of the house as something analogous to the animal 
dwellings such as the nest, and thus ‘being a neutral and preexisting medium or 
natural resource available for use’/^ Such a presentation removes the house from 
Lefebvre’s theory of space as being produced -  politically, socially, and culturally. In 
Bachelard,
the dwelling passes everywhere for a special, still sacred, quasi-religious and 
in fact almost absolute s p a c e . [...] Bachelard links representational spaces, 
which he travels through as he dreams (and which he distinguishes from 
representations of space, as developed by science), with this intimate and 
absolute space. The contents of the House have an almost ontological dignity 
in Bachelard: drawers, chests and cabinets are not far removed from their 
natural analogues, as perceived by the philosopher—poet, namely the basic 
figures of nest, shell, comer, roundness, and so on.^^
Henri Lefebvre, ‘Preface to the Study of the Habitat of the “Pavillion”’ (1966), in Key Writings, pp. 
121-35 (p. 122).
The term ‘rhythmanalysis’, for instance, was taken from Bachelard. See Elden, p. 195.
Natalia Cecire, ‘Sentimental Spaces: On Mei-mei Berssenbrugge’s “Nest”’, Jacket!, 23 May 2011. 
Available at: http://jacket2.org/article/sentimental-spaces [accessed 2 December 2011] (para. 1 of 28).
Lefebvre equates absolute space with nature. Lefebvre traces the history of space back to the ‘agro- 
pastoral’ (The Production of Space, p. 234), the ‘archetypal’ (Shields, p. 172) space of nature similar 
to the ‘great ungendered stasis’ of Deleuze and Guattari (Deleuze and Guattari, quoted in Shields, p. 
172). It is from this absolute space that social space is built when ‘archaic societies’ engage in 
practices, creating routes and habitats that become ‘cultural models’. Lefebvre, The Production of 
Space, p. 230.
Lefebvre, The Production o f Space, p. 121.
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Lefebvre, Natalia Cecire argues, is flagging up the dangers of naturalising the house. 
Cecire goes on to posit that this indicates not only a ‘failure of rigor’ on the part of 
Bachelard, but also of ‘the feelings and longings that [...] produce that failure’.
That is, ‘a delight in hiddenness, nostalgia for lost intimacy, the desire to mould 
space to the body, a longing for safety’. Y e t  these are crucial aspects of 
experiencing the home; these are the aspects of Bachelard’s work that are, as 
Lefebvre acknowledges, moving; they draw attention to the psychic and emotional 
complexity of the experience of home. Bachelard’s insights are valuable, even if they 
also have problematic blind spots. I try deal with these problematic aspects by 
placing the fragments of Bachelard’s prose in juxtaposition with the politics of the 
houses’ construction (such as the Clydeside strikes and the fear of a ‘Bolshevist’ 
uprising) as well as such social elements as threatening interactions with neighbours 
and the perils of work. By doing so, Bachelard’s reflections inform the poem, but are 
themselves informed by the socio-political discourses that frame them.
It is recommended that the housew ife when working in the scullery  
should be able to obtain a full view  of the garden.^® After the nightshift 
and three cold cans, beyond all the positive values o f protection, the house ... 
becomes imbued with dream values. Sugar clarifies into Weetabix. i n  e v e n t  
o f  r i o t i n g ,  f o r  th e  f i r s t  t im e  in  h i s t o r y  th e  
r i o t e r s  w i l l  be b e t t e r  t r a i n e d  th a n  th e  t r o o p s /^
Cecire, para, 1 of 28.
Ibid.
Tudor Walters Report, p. 31.
Home Office statement to the cabinet. National Archives, CAB 24/111 CP 1830 (2 September 
1920), quoted in Swenarton, p. 3.
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In the above extract, the Tudor Walters Report is cited first and a Home Office 
statement to the cabinet is cited last. The Bachelard quotation appears in the middle 
of the paragraph, flanked either side by depictions of lived experience of a breakfast 
being prepared and alcohol consumed after a night shift (the riot feared in the final 
sentence, of course, will arise -  if it does arise -  from strikes about working hours). 
The Bachelard quotation demonstrates what Cecire sees as his emotional failure -  
that is, ‘a longing for safety’. The quotation also alludes to what Lefebvre calls ‘its 
unity of the dream’. Bachelard’s reference to ‘dream values’ speaks to our psychic 
multi-layering of experience, the way our experience of the house cannot be 
separated from, as aforementioned, a person’s dreams, daydreams, and imaginings 
within and about that house. (This is perhaps particularly true of childhood 
experience in which the house becomes a dream territory subject to the imagination’s 
appropriation -  see the reference to the staircase as moon surface in the first 
paragraph of this poem). But just as Bachelard argues that our present experience of 
the house is infused with our physical and psychic past experiences of it (or other 
houses), the poem attempts to bring the social, political, and ideological history of 
the house into this experience too. Bachelard’s work offers much of value in relation 
to our experience of our homes (especially the ones we grew up in), which is why 
Lefebvre claims the importance of such writings are ‘beyond question’. T h a t  does 
not exempt it from the drawbacks that both Lefebvre and Cecire highlight; that is, the 
implication that the space of the house exists in some way outside a socio-political 
dimension of spatial production. However, the citations employed within the poem 
attempt to combine both the dream values of the house and its political history in a 
way that acknowledges both the mental and emotional complexity of experiencing
Lefebvre, The Production o f Space, p. 121.
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such a space, and the larger, cruder, political machinery that creates the conditions 
for such an experience to take place.
PART 2
A Change of Technique
The paragraph quoted above, and the poem it is part of, evidently employ a 
modification of the poetic technique used in the poems I have discussed thus far in 
the previous chapter. As is evident, I have moved away from alternating between 
documentary prose and objectivist lyrics to the use of a paragraph in which the lyric 
and found materials are more fragmented but are also more integrated. In a bid to 
more fully enmesh the different spaces with each other, to allow the interpenetration 
of spatially productive factors to become more comprehensive, I have used the prose 
poem. More specifically, I have drawn on a prose poetry technique that was 
pioneered by the Language school of poets: ‘the new sentence’.
The New Sentence
The ‘new sentence’ is a term coined by Ron Silliman in the 1970s to describe a 
particular approach to the prose poem that was being undertaken by certain San 
Franciscan poets such as Carla Harryman and himself. In what follows, I would like 
to illustrate how the new sentence differs from the prose poetry that preceded it, and 
also why I employ it in my own work.
To offer a very brief historical sketch of the prose poem: it is usually thought to have 
begun 170 years ago with the publication of the Belgian poet Aloysius Bertrand’s 
1842 collection, Gaspard de la Nuit. In response to the incredibly strict metrical
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systems of French versification, the approach -  along with vers libre -  became very 
popular in France in the nineteenth century. Charles Baudelaire, Arthur Rimbaud and 
Stéphane Mallarmé all used the form extensively and expertly. The Surrealists, 
indebted to Rimbaud in particular, went on to employ the form also.^^ Despite 
attempts by Oscar Wilde and T. S. Eliot, the form never gained mainstream 
acceptance in the UK, but found a warmer reception in the USA. That acceptance by 
the literary establishment is perhaps best exemplified by the awarding of the Pulitzer 
Prize in 1990 to Charles Simic’s book of prose poems. The World Doesn't End. It is 
against this American model that new sentence defines itself.
Much like docu-poetry after it, the prose poem has often been criticised for not really 
being poetry at all. This would seem a reasonable critical position to take when one 
considers that prose is commonly thought of in opposition to verse; in fact, the one is 
often defined against the other. The OED, for instance, gives the following definition 
of prose:
The ordinary form of written or spoken language, without metrical structure: 
especially as a species or division of literature. Opposed to poetry, verse, rime
24or metre.
However, as Ron Silliman points out, the noun ‘prose’ is ‘derived from the French 
and that, in turn, from the Latin, proversus, the past participle, meaning “to turn 
towards.” Thus a single Latin verb lies at the etymological root of both “prose” and
^ David Young, ‘Introduction’, in Models of the Universe: An Anthology of the Prose Poem, ed. by
Stuart Friebert and David Young (Oberlin: Oberlin College Press, 1995), pp. 17-20.
Oxford Enj 
1987), p. 97.
glish Dictionary, quoted in Ron Silliman, The New Sentence (New York: Roof Books,
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“verse,” verse coming from the root which meant “to turn” and prose from 
“towards.”’^^  As far back as the Romantic period the commonly accepted opposition 
between these etymologically related words was being contested. Wordsworth wrote 
that the antithesis of prose and metre is ‘in truth’ not ‘a strict antithesis, because lines 
and passages of metre so naturally occur in writing prose, that it would be scarcely 
possible to avoid them, even if it were d e s ira b le .T . S. Eliot in the introduction to 
his own translation of St.-John s Anabasis, argues that:
Poetry may occur, within a definite limit on one side, at any point along a line 
of which the formal limits are ‘verse’ and ‘prose’. Without offering any 
generalized theory about ‘poetry’, ‘verse’ and ‘prose’, I may suggest that a 
writer, by using [...] certain exclusively poetic methods, is sometimes able to 
write poetry in what is called prose.^^
These ‘exclusively poetic methods’, for Eliot, include the ‘logic’ of the text’s 
imagery, as well as the way ‘punctuation and spacing’ can be used to manipulate the 
‘system of stresses and pauses’. Mallarmé’s definition is more radical, however: 
‘Verse is everywhere in language where there is rhythm’, he writes; ‘in truth, there is 
no prose: there is the alphabet, and then there is verse, more or less tightened, more 
or less diffuse. Every time there is an effort toward style, there is versification.’^^
^ Silliman, The New Sentence, p. 97.
William Wordsworth, Selected Poems and Prefaces, ed. by Jack Stillinger ([n.p.]: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1965), p. 45In, quoted in Silliman, p. 97.
T. S. Eliot, ‘Preface’, in St.-John Perse, Anabasis (1924), trans. by T. S. Eliot (London and Boston: 
Faber and Faber, 1931; rev. edn, 1959; repr. 1985), p. 10.
Ibid., p. 11.
Stéphane Mallarmé quoted in Silliman, The New Sentence, p. 101.
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Understandably, then, the term prose poetry has come to cover a lot of ground: from 
the ‘essays’ of Francis Ponge (it is his English translators that label them prose 
poems) to Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities. Robert McCrum has even described The 
Great Gatsby as ‘brilliantly compressed prose-poetry’/°  However, perhaps the two 
most practised and prominent forms of the prose poem in English are of the surrealist 
kind practised by Simic and a more plain-spoken. Mid-western version such as the 
following, by James Wright:
What is the true love of a lion?
In Serengeti, the huge grassy plain of central Africa, Belgian father and son 
saw, and photographed, a male lion lying on his back awake and foundling 
cubs, while his female, clearly her own person, drowsed under a shade tree 
and, when she felt like waking, yawned, skipping beauty, loins and all 
golden, lovely as his long mane, rippled together in the sunlight.
Small wonder Jesus wept at a human city 31
For reasons previously stated, a surrealist approach to my project has been rejected. 
However, as is evident, my use of prose poetry also deviates markedly from the 
example above. Wright’s poem exhibits a linear progression. It demonstrates a style 
resembling a condensed omnisciently narrated prose fiction, but follows the model of
Robert McCrum, ‘What’s in a Name? Ask George Orwell’, Observer, 14 June 2009. Available at: 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2009/jun/14/books-original-titles-robert-mccrum?INTCMP=SRCH 
[accessed 16 April 2012] (para. 1 of 11).
James Wright, ‘What Does the King of the Jungle Truly Do?’ (1977), in Above the River: The 
Complete Poems (Newcastle: Bloodaxe, 1992), p. 298.
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most short lyrics (of the US poetry mainstream) in arriving at an epiphany (here 
relating to the shortcomings of civilisation). However, my poem employs cut and 
spliced sentences; its syllogistic movement is persistently interrupted and reframed. 
My approach resembles a very different kind of prose poem, utilising Ron Silliman’s 
‘new sentence’.
Silliman defines the ‘new sentence’ thus:
1) The paragraph organizes the sentences;
2) The paragraph is a unity of quantity, not logic or argument;
3) Sentence length is a unit of measure;
4) Sentence structure is altered for torque, or increased polysemy / ambiguity;
5) Syllogistic movement is: (a) limited; (b) controlled;
6) Primary syllogistic movement is between the preceding and following 
sentences;
7) Secondary syllogistic movement is toward the paragraph as a whole, or the 
total work;
8) The limiting of syllogistic movement keeps the reader’s attention at or 
very close to the level of language, that is, most often at the sentence level or 
below.^^
Here is an example -  the opening of Silliman’s own ‘Albany’:
Silliman, The New Sentence, p. 91.
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If the function of writing is to “express the world.” My father withheld child 
support, forcing my mother to live with her parents, my brother and I to be 
raised together in a small room. Grandfather called them niggers. I can’t 
afford an automobile. Far across the calm bay stood a complex of long yellow 
buildings, a prison. A line is the distance between. They circled the seafood 
restaurant, singing “We shall not be moved.” My turn to cook. It was hard to 
adjust my sleeping to those hours when the sun was up. The event was 
nothing like their report of it. How concerned was I over her failure to have 
orgasms? Mondale’s speech was drowned by jeers. Ye wretched.^^
The sentences in this poem are not clearly semantically linked, whereas in prose 
fiction and much prose poetry it is a kind of linear logic that is the engine of the 
piece; that is, each semantic unit, each sentence, builds on from the preceding one. 
Here, the changes between sentences do not follow each other, they shift abruptly, 
and the relationships between them are not obvious -  they resist a ‘narrativised 
totality’ The poem abstains from presenting the reader with a consistent 
perspective or a clear referent -  who does ‘their’ refer to, for instance? One might 
discern paratactical relationships between sentences but they remain, as Charles 
Bernstein says of another of Silliman’s pieces, ‘separate, partial and complete’
John R. Woznicki comments:
Ron Silliman, ‘Albany’, in ARC ([n.p.]: Tuumba Press, 1983), unpag.
Jerome J. McGann, Social Values and Poetic Acts: A Historical Judgement of Literary Work 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), p. 212.
Charles Bernstein, ‘Narrating Narration: The Shapes of Ron Silliman’s Verse’, in Content’s Dream: 
Essays 1975-1984 (Los Angeles: Sun & Moon Press, 1986), p. 313. The poem Bernstein is referring 
to here is ‘Skies’ from The Alphabet, the collection of which ‘Albany’ is the first poem.
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The grammar of the sentence transforms into prosody; sentences form 
rhythmically rather than syllogistically. Prosody replaces grammar as an 
agent of coherence illuminating meanings the reader makes between the 
gaps/^
It is not the sentences themselves that are ‘new’ (it is clear from the example above 
that most are straightforwardly descriptive -  as Maijorie Perloff notes,
‘indeterminacy of agent and referent does not preclude an obsessive attention to 
particular “realistic” detail’/^ ); rather it is how they are organised within the 
paragraph itself/^ That is, the syllogistic movement of the piece is constantly 
ruptured. Sound and rhythm become organising principles together with the interplay 
of the sentences throughout the paragraph as a whole. Names may be repeated, 
subjects related -  ‘Albany’ is bound to a degree by the place Albany and by the 
autobiographical detail. But the surprising juxtapositions of the sentences keep the 
reader in the present, aware of the materiality of the poem, and thus constantly 
reflecting on the shifts and changes. The meaning of the poem comes not from the 
individual sentences, but from how those sentences resonate with each other across 
the organisation of the whole text.
The theoretical underpinning of the new sentence is Silliman’s Marxist theory of 
language. For Silliman, language, over the last four-hundred years, has become more
John R. Woznicki, ‘Poetry of Play, Poetry of Purpose: The Continuity of American Language 
Poetry’, in Moria: A Poetry Journal. Available at: http://www.moriapoetry.com/woznicki.htm 
[accessed 5 January 2012] (para. 24 of 30).
Majorie Perloff, ‘Language Poetry and the Lyric Subject: Ron Silliman’s Albany, Susan Howe’s 
Buffalo’, in Majorie Perloff: Online Works. Available at:
http://epc.buffalo.edu/authors/perloff/langpo.html [accessed 5 January 2012] (para 19. of 52).
George Hartley, Textual Politics and the Language Poets (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press, 1989), p. 7.
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‘transparent’; that is, the ‘signified overwhelms the signifier’/^ This has happened 
because of
the subjection of writing (and, through writing, language) to the social 
dynamics of capitalism. Words not only find themselves attached to 
commodities, they become commodities and, as such, take on the “mystical” 
and “mysterious character” Marx identified as the commodity fetish: tom 
away from their human makers, they appear instead as independent objects 
active in a universe of similar entities, a universe prior to, and outside, any 
agency by a perceiving Subject."^ ®
Silliman supports this assertion by reference to the prevalence of ‘nonsense’ syllables 
in the literature of tribal communities where of capitalist stmctures are, to large 
extent, absent."^  ^As language enters the capitalist stage, a consideration of words in 
and of themselves is decreased and their ‘expository, descriptive and narrative 
capacities’ are increased. From this, the literary concept of ‘realism’ emerges, which 
is, for Silliman, ‘the illusion of reality in capitalist thought’ Capitalism transforms 
language ‘from reference (social) to referentiality (alienation from user and use- 
function)’."^  ^However, this alienation can be combated by a text that dismpts the 
‘absorption’ initiated by linear realism, by fmstrating the reader’s desire for such 
progression and opening them up to a world of reference instead. For Silliman, in 
every referential text there is a human gesture ‘screaming to get out’; it is this
Silliman, The New Sentence, p. 11. 
“°Ibid., p. 8.
'^'ibid., p .l l .
Ibid., p, 10.
Woznicki, para. 4 of 18.
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repressed element (closely connected to class repression) that can be struggled 
towards by both writer and reader via parataxis. By resisting a unifying narrative and 
having a juxtaposed plurality of narratives instead, the new sentence emphasises the 
construction rather than consumption of meaning.
For Silliman, the growing transparency of language leads to the prominence of a 
realist narrative that is a product of, and in the service of, capital. I do not subscribe 
to this. However, a technique that reveals the constructedness of narratives is 
pertinent to my project. As already stated, in my work I am trying to resist putting 
forward one unifying narrative of the council estate. I do not seek a reader to become 
passively immersed in my narrative; that is, to enter the imaginative world of a 
monological representation of space."^ Rather, I seek to create a matrix of 
interpenetrating narratives that inform and deform each other.
A house constitutes a body o f images that give ... proofs or illusions o f 
s ta b ili ty .For the Tory elder statesmen there was no d o u b t t h a t  we 
w ere  up a g a i n s t  a B o l s h e v i s t  m ovem ent T he  living 
room  is the m ost important."^^ Scattering of gravel set in slathers of 
cement. EastEnders is on; the three-bar fire bums off the summer dust.
By breaking up these various narratives (of strikes, house building, childhood 
experience) and reconstituting them paratactically, I leave the reader to fill in ‘gaps’,
However, as previously stated, even when using collage, I am the organiser and editor. Therefore, 
the project cannot ever properly remove itself from the influence of my prejudices.
Bachelard, p. 17.
Walter Long quoted in Swenarton, p. 48. 
Tudor Walters Report, p. 29.
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or to build ‘bridges’/^ It is the very ‘incompleteness of each manifestation’ that 
‘necessitates syntheses, which in turn bring[s] about the transfer of the text to the 
reader’s consciousness’/^  But there are, of course, many more of these gaps to be 
creatively filled in, and they appear in quicker succession than they do in ‘The 
Brutalist School’, for instance.
According to the psycholinguist I. M. Schlesinger, when reading, ‘decoding proceeds 
in “chunks” rather than in units of single words, and [...] these “chunks” correspond 
to the syntactic units of the sen te n ce .T h a t is, ‘the whole text can never be 
perceived at any one time’,^  ^ and thus the reader has what Iser calls a ‘wandering 
viewpoint’ It is this idea that ‘[a]pperception can only take place in p h a s e s -  and 
that each phase corresponds to the semantic unit of the sentence -  that the ‘new 
sentence’, and subsequently the final two poems in my thesis exploit.
By using prose instead of verse, the reader might expect the unified vision of prose, 
but what they encounter, and what is visually signalled by the changing typefaces, is 
a succession of disruptions and juxtapositions. The reader’s familiar perceptions are 
frustrated, as are attempts at immersion into the text; instead, the reader is brought 
persistently into the present. This hopefully gives more authority to the process of 
reading and less to the authoring act, and thus moves closer to a work that invites a
Iser, Tndeterminacy and the Reader’s Response’, p. 197.
Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (1976), trans, by the author 
(London and Henley: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978), p. 109.
^  I. M. Schlesinger, Sentence Structure and the Reading Process (The Hague: Mouton, 1968), p. 42, 
quoted in Iser, The Act o f Reading, p. 110.
Iser, The Act o f Reading, p. 108.
Ibid., p. 109.
Ibid.
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spatial practice that allows what Juliana Spahr refers to as ‘self-governance and 
autonomy’/"^
For the Language poets, the new sentence foregrounds the materiality of language. 
The high degree of fragmentation in my poem ensures this also. But what the words 
refer to is crucial to the poem. The referential quality of the text is intrinsic to its use 
as an instrument of spatial practice. So my emphasis differs from the Language poets 
-  what is primary for them is returning materiality to language; my primary concern 
is spatial -  thus it is not just the signifier but is what signified that remains important.
PART 3
Difficult Poetry
My employment of the writing practices described in Part 2 could be said to move 
my poetry into the realm of ‘difficult poetry’. Although I am appropriating their 
techniques to somewhat different ends, Language poetry, Paul Hoover notes, requires 
an ‘initiated r e a d e r S o  it might be helpful here to establish what difficult poetry is, 
and distinguish it from something that it is often conflated with: obscure poetry. J. H. 
Prynne, a notoriously ‘difficult’ poet (though not a Language poet), distinguishes the 
terms thus:
When poetry is obscure this is chiefly because information necessary for 
comprehension is not part of the reader’s knowledge. The missing 
information may be specific (a personal name, say, or some tacit allusion), or
Spahr, p. 13.
Paul Hoover, ‘Introduction’, Postmodern American Poetry, ed. by Paul Hoover (New York: Norton, 
1994), pp. xxv-xxxix (p. xxxv).
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general (an aspect of religious belief, say); and finding out this information 
may dispel much of the obscurity. When poetry is difficult this is more likely 
because the language and structure of its presentation are unusually cross- 
linked or fragmented, or dense with ideas and response-pattems that 
challenge the reader’s powers of recognition. In such cases, extra information 
may not give much help.^^
Therefore, a poem like The Dunciad by Alexander Pope might now be considered 
obscure (because of its sixteenth-century allusions) but not necessarily difficult; 
whereas the references in a poem such as ‘Thirteen Ways at Looking at a Blackbird’ 
by Wallace Stevens might not be obscure, but the poem could be described as 
difficult^^ (due to its low levels of ‘predictable linkage’ between its short stanzas). 
Some poems, of course, are both, such as the aforementioned The Waste Land by T. 
S. Eliot and, as a result, a double burden of comprehension is placed on the reader.^^
As each of the quotations I use in the poem are referenced, and are easily available in 
a library (much is available online), it is my hope that the poems avoid the charge of 
obscurity (although it is arguable that any poem that points to information outside 
itself in this way is, to an extent, obscure). But what about the charge of difficulty? 
According to Prynne’s definition, then, yes, the poem is difficult. ‘The level of 
predictable linkage between one text component and the next’ is deliberately kept
J. H. Prynne, ‘Difficulties in the Translation of “Difficult” Poems’, Cambridge Literary Review, I 
(2010), 151-66 (p.l60nl).
Ibid.
Ibid., p. 154.
^^Ibid.,p.l60nl.
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low in order to ‘provoke continuing strong surprise in the reader’ And the text 
features ‘cross-links of semantic and referring activity which extend the boundaries 
of relevance’/^ These are techniques that I have deliberately employed in order to 
transform perception, in order to defamiliarise the estate space. Viktor Shklovsky 
argues that ‘[t]he technique of art is to make objects “unfamiliar,” to make forms 
difficult, to increase the difficulty and length of perception because the process of 
perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must be prolonged’ I am not interested 
in the prolonging of perception as ‘an aesthetic end in itself, but the salient issue for 
me here is the connection between ‘difficulty’ and perception. I do not consider my 
poem an end in itself but a means toward an improved perception of the council 
house. Therefore, perhaps, the application of ‘difficult’ poetic techniques; that is, 
techniques that ‘break down predictable linkage’ are advantageous in this aim. 
Nonetheless, it could be argued that this is not an appropriate form with which to 
deal with working-class experience intended (although not exclusively) for working- 
class readers.
A Working-Class Poetics
It could be contented that such ‘difficult’ forms as those discussed above might not 
find a suitable ‘interpretive community’ (to use Stanley Fish’s term) among the 
working classes, because the such poems presuppose knowledge and circumstances 
that many working-class people might not possess. As Pierre Bourdieu states: ‘There 
is a link of mutual dependence between the nature of the texts offered for reading and
^°Ibid., p. 154.
Ibid., pp. 153-54.
Viktor Shklovsky, ‘Art as Technique’ (1916), in Literary Theory: An Anthology, 2nd edn, ed. by 
Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), pp. 15-21 (p. 16).
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the form of the reading done of them.’^^  To explain: in the academy texts will be read 
in a situation of 'studious leisure' where play, such as the play of language in 
difficult poetry, is taken seriously. Therefore, the writer writes for a reader that is 
disposed to engaging with such texts, repeatedly reading them, teasing out their 
multiple implications, references, nuances, and placing them within a philosophical 
frame work. As sociologist Ruth Lister comments:
In that sense, the cool “aesthetic gaze” of philosophical discourse is in 
actuality a class-formation. Being disconnected from the grinding necessities 
of life, the dominant classes have the time, temperament, and training to 
regard the world in a curious but undemanding way.^ "^
Further to this, there is not just the issue that texts are written to be read in a context 
of academia, but that texts might be deliberately written to exclude. John Carey
^ In The Rules o f Art Pierre Bourdieu offers an anti-Kantian perspective on how class impacts on the 
formation of taste. Bourdieu argues that in the academic context we say (with the Formalists and the 
New Critics onward) that great literature arises through ‘stressing properties of gratuity, the absence 
of function, the primacy of form over function, disinterestedness’ (The Rules o f Art, p. 285). To take 
one specific and very typical stance, for example, Harold Osbourne claims that ‘the aesthetic attitude 
is characterized by the concentration of attention (it “frames apart” the perceived object from its 
environment), by the suspension of discursive and analytic activities (it ignores the sociological and 
historical context), by disinterestedness and detachment (it sets aside past and future preoccupations) 
and, finally, by indifference to the existence of the object’ (pp. 285-86). Bourdieu says that these 
analyses of the ‘essential’ component of art agree because they are concerned with ‘subjective 
experience’ of the ‘cultivated’ reader, but they ignore historicity. That is, they universalise the 
attributes of the particular work in question, turning ‘a particular experience, situated and dated’ into a 
‘transhistoric norm of all artistic perception’ (p. 286). By doing so diey not only don’t take in to 
account the historical and social factors under which the work was produced but they also neglect to 
consider the historical and social factors that condition their perception and thereby their appreciation. 
Bourdieu claims that ‘[ajlthough it appears to itself like a gift of nature, the eye of the [...] art-lover is 
the product of history’ (p. 288). Taste is something that is produced over the course of time which 
then solidifies into belief, then fact and authority. This authority can be challenged but only by those 
that have been cultivated in the thinking and education of the elite (and have often a reputation within 
this sect -  i.e., Marcel Duchamp). Bourdieu does not follow Arthur Danto in proclaiming that what 
passes for a work of art is basically what the institution (publishers, galleries, the academy etc.) grant 
status. However, Bourdieu does contend, as quoted, that ‘[tjhere is a link of mutual dependence 
between the nature of the texts offered for reading and the form of the reading done of them’ (p. 305). 
^  Ruth Lister, Poverty (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004), p. 144.
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argues that a major motivation behind the formal and linguistic innovations of the 
modernist period was a desire to oppose mass culture. The fear of mass culture is 
certainly evident in F. R. Leavis’s ‘Mass Civilisation and Minority Culture’ wherein 
he argues that the finely-tuned literary judgement of those like himself is under threat 
from the lowest-common-denominator policy of the newspaper.^^ Such fears over the 
masses and the mob (linked to growths in population) were prevalent in the previous 
century, but ‘[t]he difference between the nineteenth-century mob and the twentieth- 
century mass is literacy’ The improved education of the masses was opposed by 
modernists such as T. S. Eliot:
There is no doubt that in our headlong rush to educate everybody, we are 
lowering our standards [...] destroying our ancient edifices to make ready the 
ground upon which the barbarian nomads of the future will encamp in their 
mechanized caravans.^^
Of course the intelligentsia of the early-twentieth century could not prevent the 
masses becoming literate. They could, however, argues Carey, ‘prevent them reading 
literature by making it too difficult for them to understand -  and this is what they 
did.’^  ^How deliberate this process was is highly contestable and certain to vary 
among those engaged in what we now call modemism.^^ But a resentment for the
^ F. R. Lea vis, Mass Civilisation and Minority Culture (Cambridge: The Minority Press, 1930), pp. 3 
- 12 .
^  John Carey, The Intellectuals and the Masses: Pride and Prejudice among the Literary 
Intelligentsia, I880-I939  (London: Faber and Faber, 1992), p. 5 
T. S. Eliot, Christianity and Culture (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1968), p.l85, quoted in Carey, p. 
15.
Carey, p. 16.
One of the most complicated instances is James Joyce’s Ulysses. As Carey admits, an ‘effect of 
Ulysses is to show that mass man matters, that he has an inner life as complex as an intellectual’s, that 
it is worthwhile to record his personal details on a prodigious scale. And yet it is also true that Bloom
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masses and their tastes was real enough, and at least one modernist periodical, New 
Verse, was, Valentine Cunningham notes, set up expressly to exclude them/° But 
whether intentional or incidental, Bourdieu argues that ‘[t]he basis of aesthetic taste 
is to be found in a principle of social closure whereby groups try to improve the 
accumulation of cultural capital by excluding other groups’/^
Therefore, working-class writing often does, and perhaps should, position itself in 
opposition to that which excludes it. Working-class writing, American working-class 
poet Jim Daniels points out, does not have the luxury of being received in an 
environment of ‘studious leisure’. Working-class readers, Daniels claims, do not 
want or have time to decode a text. The poetry Daniels promotes is not for what 
Bourdieu refers to as a ‘pure’, that is, ‘ahistorized’ reader, but a reader enmeshed in 
the social, economic, historical fabric of the world of low-pay work and low-rent 
dwellings. The implication of this is that a poetry intended for such an audience 
should be easily accessible and digestible. For other poets such as the Canadian Tom 
Wayman, this is also a pertinent issue for those who want to write poetry: ‘People 
whose daily work leaves them without time, energy, or self-confidence for longer 
forms find contemporary poetry [as exemplified by the short lyrics of William Carlos 
Williams’s early period] a handy vehicle to express what they feel is important to 
their liv es .W ay m an  argues that working-class poetry should primarily focus on
himself would never and could never have read Ulysses or a book like Ulysses. The complexity of the 
novel, its avant-garde technique, its obscurity, rigorously exclude people like Bloom from its 
readership.’ Carey, p. 20
™ Valentine Cunningham, British Writers o f the Thirties (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 
p.275, quoted in Carey, p. 17.
Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (1979), trans. by Richard 
Nice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984; repr. 2002), p. 335.
Tom Wayman, Inside Job: Essays on the New Work Writing (Madiera Park, BC: Harbour 
Publishing, 1983), p. 71, quoted in Julia Stein, ‘Industrial Music: Contemporary American Working-
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work and should ‘play down such traditional subjects as love, nature, and death [...] 
and it should avoid non-realistic modernism and experimental poetry.
The poet and critic Sarah Attfield, who provides an excellent survey of working-class 
aesthetics in her thesis on Australian working-class poetry, argues that it is not that 
classical themes of love and beauty do not feature in working-class poetry, but that 
such themes are not treated in the abstract; rather ‘[ijdeas of ‘beauty’, ‘love’ and 
‘truth’ are woven into the daily experiences of working-class poetry -  showing how 
abstract ideas play out in a working-class se ttin g .A ttfie ld ’s study concludes that 
generally working-class poetics do not privilege the ‘properties of gratuity’, and do 
not promote ‘disinterestedness’ ; rather a working-class poetic strives to communicate 
as directly as possible, with an emphasis on working-class speech -  rather than 
heightened language, elaborate metaphor, and literary or abstruse references. There is 
an emphasis on usefulness (and is thus against Aestheticism), with the intention of 
providing agency to working-class people. Working-class literature, says Nicholas 
Coles, ‘makes visible the human labour that invests everything we have and use’;^  ^
and Janet Zandy states that it ‘recall [s] the fragile filaments and necessary bonds of 
human relationships’.^  ^This poetry offers itself up as witness and condemnation, as 
validation and celebration of working-class lives. It is, whether overtly political or 
not, a resistance literature, foregrounding struggle.^^
Class Poetry and Modernism’, in What We Hold In Common: An Introduction to Working-Class 
Studies, ed. by Janet Zandy (New York: The Feminist Press, 2001), p. 210.
Stein, p. 207.
Sarah Attfield, ‘The Working-Class Experience in Contemporary Australian Poetry’ (unpublished 
doctoral thesis. University of Technology, Sydney, 2007), p. 56.
Nicholas Coles, ‘Democratising Literature: Issues in Teaching Working-Class Literature, College 
English, 48 (1986), 664-80 (p. 669), quoted in Attfield, ‘The Working-Class Experience’, p. 54. 
Janet Zandy, ‘Introduction’, in What We Hold In Common, p. xiv.
For a more detailed overview of such working-class poetics, see Chapter Two (pp. 39-62) of 
Attfield’s thesis.
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As should be clear from the argument I have advanced thus far, my poetics share 
many of the values that Attfield identifies in the dominant working-class poetics 
advanced by others. My poetry aims to have a specific social-spatial use, for 
instance, and I clearly consider it a resistance literature. Furthermore, although I 
diverge from their methods, I find much to salute in Daniels’s and Wayman’s 
arguments and their contribution to establishing the kind of working-class poetics 
described above. Such arguments spring from a will to forge a poetry that speaks to 
people from their own class and communities, a poetry they perceive to be excluded 
from literary journals (a perception that Attfield shows is more than justified). In 
reacting against what they perceive as the Ivory Tower-ism of formally innovative 
poetic practices, they promote a social-realist style, or as Daniels says, a no-nonsense 
approach.
What makes [...] working-class poems poems are the same things that make 
anything a poem -  the intense compression and shaping of language to create 
deep emotional resonances. The time to slow down and pay attention to the 
world is a luxury for work and working-class poets. The straightforward 
quality of this poetry owes a great deal to a certain no-nonsense approach.^^
Daniels point seems to be that, just as the working-class publisher Singlejack 
produces chapbooks of a size and shape which fit easily into work-shirts, blouses, 
aprons, so that working-class readers can have them with them to hand in the work
Jim Daniels, ‘Work and Working-class Poetry: The Zip Code of the Heart’, in New Working-Class 
Studies, ed. by John Russo and Sherry Lee Linkan (New York: Cornel University Press, 2005), p. 136.
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environment/^ so the language and structure of working-class poems might be 
designed with similar considerations in mind. That is, they are poems written with an 
eye towards a specific socio-economic audience, articulated in a language that 
resonates with that audience. This approach makes sense. However, if this approach 
means closing off multiple poetic modes, by perhaps arguing that they are not 
working-class enough, then it is making a series of presumptions that are very 
problematic.
Don Paterson, a Scottish poet from a working-class background, is, like Wayman, 
also against experimentation in poetry. But whereas for Wayman this is related to a 
belief it will discourage both working-class readers and writers of poetry, Paterson’s 
dislike of ‘experimental’ verse has a somewhat different reasoning. In his 
introduction to the anthology New British Poetry, Paterson sets up his interpretation 
of the division in contemporary British poetry practices that I discussed in the 
Introduction; that is, the dichotomy between ‘Mainstream’ verse -  by which, like 
Ken Edwards, he means verse in the Movement lineage such as his own -  and 
‘Postmodern’ verse, by which he means anything that deviates too far from this 
Movement poetic (and which can be equated with Edwards’s ‘parallel tradition’). I 
think it fair to assume that Paterson would place my poetry discussed in this chapter 
in the ‘Postmodern’ category.
The Movement, as Robert Sheppard defines it, ‘favoured a poetry of closure, 
narrative coherence and grammatical and syntactic cohesion’. T h e  poetry in
Daniels, p. 116.
^  Robert Sheppard, The Poetry of Saying: British Poetry and its Discontents 1950-2000 (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 2005), p. 27.
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Paterson’s (and Charles Simic’s) anthology largely follows this approach. But in his 
introduction Paterson does not reason this by class consideration -  that is, the 
reasonable argument that such a plain-spoken, quotidian poetic is more democratic, 
less exclusive, and more accessible to all classes. On the contrary, for Paterson, 
poetry’s ‘natural constituency’ is ‘a literate and educated’ middle class, ‘a class’, he 
says despite sociological and economic evidence to the c o n tra ry ,‘almost as 
frequently attained as inherited’. H e  does say that poetry ‘should be allowed to 
reach the poorer inner cities, the prisons and the factory floors’ (my em phasis),but 
does so as an afterthought to avoid, he admits, any misreading of his views as 
culturally elitist. "^^
This is not to suggest that Paterson lacks class consciousness. On the contrary, in his 
early poetry class is an angry and accusing presence. For example, ‘An Elliptical 
Stylus’, from his debut collection Nil Nil, recounts a visit to a shop in Largs 
(Scotland) where the speaker of the poem has gone with his father to buy a new 
stylus for their record player. At the shop the attendant ‘smirkfs]’ condescendingly at 
his father as he tells him that the record player his father owns is too old to be 
compatible with an elliptical stylus. The poem closes thus:
We drove back slowly, as if we had a puncture;
My Dad trying not to blink, and the man’s laugh 
stuck in my head, which is where the story sticks.
See Roberts, pp. 15-16.
Don Paterson, ‘Introduction’, in New British Poetry, ed. by Don Paterson and Charles Simic (Saint 
Paul, Minnesota; Graywolf Press, 2004), pp. xxiii-xxxv (p. xxvi).
^ Andrea Brady has previously emphasised Paterson’s use of this word. Andrea Brady, “‘Meagrely 
Provided”: A Response to Don Paterson’, Chicago Review, 49-50 (2004), 396-402 (p. 401).
Ibid.
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and any attempt to cauterize this fable 
with something axiomatic on the nature 
of articulacy and inheritance 
since he can well afford to make his own 
excuses, you, your own interpretation.
But if you still insist on resonance -  
I’d swing for him, and every other cunt 
happy to let my father know his station, 
which probably includes yourself. To be blunt.
Paterson’s closing rhyme evokes perhaps the most widely known poem of working- 
class experience from the 1980s (in Britain), Tony Harrison’s ‘v.’^^  (while the father- 
son story recalls Harrison’s sonnets about his own father).^^ But whereas the 
aggression and violence in Harrison’s ‘v.’ is used to create a dialogue that gives 
working-class voices ‘a hearing’,P a te rso n ’s poem seems to aggressively target his 
reader -  a specifically middle-class reader. The reader is identified with the smirking 
shop steward that is pleased to let ‘my father know his station’. This intention is 
confirmed in comments made by Paterson himself:
[T]he poem ... was intended as a deliberate inversion of the current practice 
of inviting the audience to ‘share’ the experience; I’m terrified some well-
^ Don Paterson, ‘An Elliptical Stylus’, in Nil Nil (London: Faber and Faber, 1993), p. 21.
Tony Harrison, ‘v.’, in Selected Poems (London: Penguin, 1984; repr. 2006), pp. 235-49. Neither 
poet acknowledges the misogyny implicit in the word ‘cunt’.
Such as ‘Book Ends’, Selected Poems, pp. 126-7.
Harrison, ‘v.’, p. 242.
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heeled wee bugger will come up to me afterwards and tell me how he enjoyed 
it. I think there are some grudges that have to be renewed annually.
However, the implication of both the poem and Paterson’s explanation of it is that 
the implied reader is not from the same class as Paterson. The poem’s reader is 
envisaged as a ‘well-heeled wee bugger’ of the bourgeois middle class. Paterson’s 
intention that he does not want his poetry to be a ‘way of making things palatable’, 
that some things ‘should remain indigestible’ is in many ways commendable. But 
despite his poetry being class conscious, its implicit rejection of a potential working- 
class reader means the reasoning behind his poetics must be seen in a different light 
to those of the Daniels, Wayman and Attfield. As Sarah Bloom comments:
Despite his efforts to underline his own working-class credentials in this 
introduction [to New British Poetry], he comes across strenuously defending 
a non-threatening, populist/establishment poetics which is content to depend 
on a purely middle-class readership. His strangely inflated sense of 
persecution by the ‘Postmodems’ seems to rest on their prestige within the 
academy [...] while his ideological opposition to them centres on the fact that 
they believe in the possibility of art being revolutionary, and in ‘the false and 
very un-British paradigm of artistic progress
Therefore, although class considerations inform Paterson’s early poetics of renewing 
gmdges, such a poetics is not explicitly concerned with communicating with a
Don Paterson, interview with Raymond Fish in Talking Verse, ed. by Robert Crawford, Henry Hart, 
David Kinloch and Richard Price (St Andrews and Williamsburg, VA: Verse, 1995), p. 193, quoted in 
Broom, p. 36.
^  Broom, p. 42.
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working-class audience. Consequently, it cannot be called a working-class poetics in 
the way that those of Wayman and Daniels can. In consideration of this, it is the 
claims of these latter writers that I will seek in some ways to contest in what follows 
in order to justify my own poetic approach.
Some Rebukes
As Attfield pertinently points out, there is a danger that the working-class writer will 
feel, under the condescending gaze of the literary establishment, pressured to make 
their work ‘adhere to middle-class standards’.S u c h  standards, of which the literary 
canon represents the apex, should be treated suspiciously if, as Frederic Jameson 
argues, such canonised texts show ‘complicity with privilege and class 
domination’.H ow ever, that is not to say that such texts and the variety of 
techniques they employ cannot be of value or use. The historian Jonathan Rose 
problematises the drawing of a clear line between working-class and canonised texts, 
and the kind of reading done of them in his book The Intellectual History o f the 
British Working Classes. Rose shows, through a huge array of documented evidence, 
working-class autodidacts from the eighteenth to twentieth centuries finding 
canonised works stimulating, relevant and often liberating and politically activating. 
This would suggest that, at least to some degree, the aesthetic of the canon did not 
always stand in opposition to a working-class aesthetic, but fed into it as it emerged 
and developed with the advent of print culture and growing literacy. Rose reveals 
that many working-class readers, who struggled with the art of recording their own 
lives, cited Charles Dickens as getting it right. Furthermore, in terms of
Attfield, p. 60.
^  Frederic Jameson, The Political Unconscious (New York: Routledge, 1996), p. 17, quoted in 
Attfield, p. 40.
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radicalisation, it was not just reading Thomas Carlyle and Karl Marx that radicalised 
the working-classes; it could also come from reading Walter Scott. As working-class 
community groups flourished (and literacy with it). Dent Publishers saw ‘publishing 
new books by disenfranchised authors [such as collier-novelist F.C. Boden] and 
publishing old books [by canonised authors] for disenfranchised readers [as] a]l part 
of the same egalitarian project’. I t  was, however, unlikely that the working-class 
autodidact would have been reading modernist texts at the time of their publication. 
This cannot necessarily be attributed to deliberate exclusion; however, ‘as 
Modernism emerged the self-educated had only just mastered the great English 
classics. By the time the masses caught up with post-Victorian writers, the elites had 
moved on to still more advanced au th o rs .T h o se  who were self-educated were 
limited to what their local libraries would stock, and even the first wave of working- 
class grammar school students were often limited by an education that did not 
‘venture beyond the Victorians’.^  ^Nonetheless, the working-class autodidact 
movement in Britain evidences that those existing outside the environment of 
‘studious leisure’ provided by the then very elitist universities still sought out, 
engaged with, and enjoyed complex and demanding literature such as Shakespeare. 
This evidence does not in any way scupper Bourdieu’s theories on taste^^ nor do they 
preclude the establishment of working-class aesthetics that speaks to certain socio­
economic, environmental, and psychological conditions. However, they do challenge
Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life o f the British Working-Classes (New Haven and London; Yale 
University Press, 2003), p. 45. Another account of working-class self-education, particularly with 
relation to radical culture, can be found in E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class 
(1963; rev. 1968) (London: Penguin, 1991), pp. 781-915.
^  Rose, p. 126.
Ibid.
Bourdieu argues that the autodidact ‘cannot have the familiar relation to culture which authorizes 
the liberties and audacities of those who are linked to it by birth, that is, by nature and essence.’ 
Bourdieu, Distinction, p. 331.
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the argument that working-class people do not have an inclination to engage with 
literary texts that are challenging or not immediately digestible.
Return to the 1930s
The arguments of Daniels and Wayman, among others, have both a passion and a 
logic. But these well-intentioned, and occasionally inspiring arguments, can also be 
dangerously prescriptive. The missed opportunities that can arise from holding fast to 
any limited poetic formula can be evidenced by looking back to the 1930s in the 
USA. As Jim Bums comments in reference to proletarian writers of the 1930s, 
choosing to avoid modernist techniques ‘can be seen as suggesting that the audience 
hasn’t the intelligence to appreciate anything different or difficult’ Even if the 
techniques employed by the first wave of modernists were, at least partially, 
motivated by a desire to exclude the newly literate masses, this does not necessarily 
preclude such techniques being employed for a very different political purpose. The 
current working-class poetics debates very much resemble the arguments concerning 
so-called ‘proletarian literature’ in America of the 1930s.^^ I present this quotation by 
Little Review editor Margaret Anderson, recounting a meeting between her assistant 
(on the Little Review), Jane Heap, and the anarchists Emma Goldman and Alexander 
Berkman, to illustrate the similarities:
They had tried to maintain that “The Ballad of Reading Gaol” was better art 
than “Salome”. When I used the black swan in Amy Lowell’s “Malmaison” to
Jim Burns, ‘Rebel Voices’, The Penniless Press, 16 (2002), p.26.
My thanks to Jim Burns who pointed this similarity out to me and subsequently provided me with a 
selection of articles he had written on the subject.
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illustrate a certain way of pointing to emotion there was a general uprising. 
E.G. was a little beside herself.
The working-man hasn’t enough leisure to be interested in black 
swans she thundered. What’s that got to do with revolution? ... If only a few 
people understand the art you talk about that’s proof it’s not for humanity, 
said Berkman.^^
Again, there is something inspiring about this protest. But this exchange also points 
to an important missed artistic and political opportunity. The advent of New York’s 
New Playwright’s Theatre (inspired by the Worker’s Art Theatre in Moscow) and the 
launch of New Masses in 1926 brought the promise of a potent mix of literary 
radicalism and revolutionary leftist politics. However, it was not long before New 
Masses eschewed the ‘constructivist-inspired designs’ of its early issues for ‘more 
representational images that were considered to be more accessible, less “arty”’.^ ^^  
The bourgeois and modernist were not trusted, and if literature should have a place at 
all (leading American Communist, Bill Haywood, thought it ‘a waste of time, a 
pointless indulgence’),^ ®^  it should be of the ‘socialist realist’ variety. That is, realism 
informed by socialist ideas. The emphasis on realism can be seen in Lenin’s 
‘materialist theory’ that ‘things exist outside us. Our perceptions and ideas are their 
images. Verification of these images, differentiation between true and false images, is 
given by practice’. M a n y  proletarian writers subscribed to this, such as the novelist
^ Margaret Anderson, My Thirty Years’ War: An Autobiography (New York: Knopf, 1930), pp. 119, 
125-7, quoted in Eric Homberger, ‘Communists and Objectivists’, in The Objectivist Nexus, pp. 107- 
25 (p. 108).
Homberger, p. 109.
Ibid.
V. I. Lenin, Materialism and Emperico-Criticism (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1972), p. 119, 
quoted in Burton Hatlen, ‘A Poetics of Marginality and Resistance: Objectivist Poets in Context’, The 
Objectivist Nexus, pp. 37-55 (p. 42.)
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Jack Conroy and the poet Ralph Chaplin/^^ but these highly prescriptive criteria 
excluded many politically committed voices that would not heed such literary 
restrictions.
A Brief Return to Reznikoff
Whereas the first wave of modernists were predominantly right-wing, a second wave 
of modernism in the form of the aforementioned Objectivists were very much on the 
left (two of whom were members of the Communist party and another described 
himself as communist with a small ‘c’).^ "^^  It is interesting to consider the nature of 
the antagonism between proletarian and Objectivist poetics, as in many ways they are 
complementary. Unlike the modernists before them, the Objectivists tended to use 
plain language and rejected the image as an ‘objective correlative’ in favour of the 
‘encountered’ image in the everyday (the everyday here distinguished from what they 
saw as Pound’s ‘immun[ity] to the “real” world’ they were also critical of the 
surreal. One might think that Charles Reznikoff in particular -  with his direct, pared- 
down style and compassion for the destitute -  would have been seen in a favourable 
light by the Communist presses. This is a verse from his ‘Depression’ :
waiting for a job, she studied the dusty table at which she sat
Burns, ‘Rebel Voices’, pp. 23-32.
George Oppen and Carl Rakosi were the card-carrying members; Louis Zukofsky was the 
communist with a small ‘c ’.
T. S. Eliot argued that ‘[t]he only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an 
“objective correlative”; in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be 
the formula of that particular emotion; such that when the external facts, which must terminate in 
sensory experience, are given, the emotion is immediately evoked.’ T. S. Eliot, ‘Hamlet and His 
Problems’, in The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism (London: Methuen, 1920), pp. 87-94 
(m9%.
* George Oppen, Selected Prose, Daybooks, and Papers, ed. by Stephen Cope (Berkeley and 
London: University of California Press, 2007), p. 32, quoted in Micheal Kindellan, ‘The Labour of 
Revision: George Oppen’s Sincerity’, The Wolf. Available at: 
http://www.wolfmagazine.co.uk/23prose.php [accessed 20 July 2012] (para. 2 of 14).
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and the floor which had been badly swept— 
the office-boy had left the comers dirty; 
a mouse ran in and out under the radiator 
and she drew her feet away
and her skirt about her legs, but the mouse went in and out 
about its business; and she sat waiting for a job 
in an unfriendly world of men and mice;^®^
But this style, and the Objectivists in general, were criticised for presenting images 
that were considered to be, what at the time it was not acceptable to be, neutral. The 
criticism from the communist literary establishment sounded like this:
Charles Reznikoff expresses in his poetry the limited world-view of a 
“detached” bystander: that is, of a person whose flashes of perception for the 
immediate esthetics of the contemporary scene are not so co-ordinated in any 
way with a dialectical comprehension of the life-process.... The fatal defect of 
the Objectivist theory is that it identifies life with capitalism, and so assumes 
that the world is merely a waste land. The logical consequence is a fruitless 
negativism.... Impartiality is myth which defeatists take with them into 
oblivion.^ ^^
This is written by the poet Herman Spector in the proletarian literary magazine 
Dynamo in 1934, and I hear some faint echoes of Spector’s dogmatic views in Tom
Charles Reznikoff, ‘8. Depression’, Separate Way (1936), in The Poems of Charles Reznikoff, p. 
159.
Herman Spector, Bastard in the Ragged Suit: Writings with Drawings, ed. by Bud Johns and Judith 
S. Clancy (San Francisco: Synergistic Press, 1977), pp. 104-05, quoted in Homberger, pp. 113-14.
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Wayman when he demands that working-class poetry should not concern itself with 
the classical thematic trinity of death, love, and nature. For as Oppen comments, 
when Bertolt Brecht says that ‘there are times when it can be almost a crime to write 
of trees’ he ‘cannot be taken literally. There is no crisis in which political poets and 
orators may not speak of trees’.L ik e w is e  of death and love; it seems folly to 
prescribe away addressing these fundamentals of the human condition (irrespective 
of class) -  struggle will surely always exist within a context of death and love and 
the natural world. And likewise, in formal terms, it seems folly to throw out 
modernist techniques the way the communists in the US did in the thirties.
There were those that realised this at the time, though, such as newspaper poet, 
journalist, and revolutionary, Anna Louise Strong, otherwise known as Anise. In the 
1930s, Strong became known as a propagandist for Stalin, and later for Mao.^^° Prior 
to this, however, from 1918 to 1921, Strong wrote a ‘Ragged Verse’ feature for the 
unionist paper Seattle Union-Record. Her readers were blue-collar workers, but her 
verse employed a confluence of different tones and techniques, from social protest 
propaganda and satire, to innovations from both newspaper advertising and the 
modernist avant-garde. Below is a typical ‘Ragged Verse’ poem, ‘Why Have 
Lawyers, Anyway’:
The SEATTLE LAWYERS Why not discourage
7 9 9 9 9 9
George Oppen, ‘The Mind’s Own Place’ (1963), in The Poetry Foundation. Available at: 
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/learning/poetics-essay.html?id=237882&page=3 [accessed 
16/8/2010] (paras. 5-6 of 7).
Joseph Harrington, Poetry and the Public: The Social Form o f Modem U.S. Poetics (Middletown, 
Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 2002), p. 198.
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Are talking of
9 9 9
ALL CRIME
9 9 9
Discouraging DISLOYALTY By refusing to defend anyone
9 9 9 9 9 9
By REFUSING to 
? ? ?
DEFEND anyone 
? ? ?
CHARGED WITH SEDITION
(It is one of these IDEAS 
? ? ?
So GRAND 
? ? ?
And yet so SIMPLE 
? ? ?
That it takes a LAWYER to 
? ? ?
THINK OF IT).
9 9 9
Charged with ANY CRIME 
? ? ?
At all?
? ? ?
And then
? ? ?
All those EXTRA LAWYERS 
? ? ?
Can go to the 
? ? ?
FRONT LINE TRENCHES 
? ? ?
Where their country 
9 9 9
REALLY NEEDS THEM 111
Strong here subverts the dominant discourses of wartime enlistment in both a funny 
and formally innovative way. With this poem and her Ragged Verse feature generally,
Anna Louise Strong, ‘Why Have Lawyers, Anyway’ (1918), Ragged Verse by Anise (Seattle: 
Seattle Union Record Publishing Company, [n.d.]), p. 7, quoted in Harrington, Poetry and the Public, 
pp. 135-36.
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she moves away from the traditional metred and free-verse she had written earlier to 
a politically-committed verse that is textually experimental. This form engages with 
modernism but does so for its own, quite different ends. As Joseph Harrington 
comments:
Anise develops something like an antimodemist modernism -  if we limit 
modernism (as poetry critics typically do) to the sort of performatively 
reactionary aesthetic ideology espoused by Pound, Eliot, or Allen Tate.
Rather, the Anise poems utilize techniques identified then and now with 
“modernism”: abrupt transitions that mimic sometimes fluid or meandering 
thought processes; typographical collages or mobiles; wordplay or reflexive 
language; short lines, compact diction, and “Imagistic” plainness; line-breaks 
across syntactical units; and the attempt to both embody and critique 
modernity.
But Strong does this not in the Little Review but in a leftist newspaper. The poem 
clearly draws on advertising techniques of the time: the use of capital letters and 
question mark dingbats to provide emphasis and underline points, for instance. But 
its typological play also bears comparison with Futurism and Vorticism. Cary Nelson 
claims that the capitalisation ‘honor[s] terms she values’ or ‘mocks concepts we take 
for granted’, b u t  they also, as Harrington argues, defamiliarise the terms and ideas 
of the text in much the way that Shklovsky advocates. Crucially, this 
defamiliarisation seems not to have affected the popularity of the verse with
Harrington, Poetry and the Public, p. 138.
Cary Nelson, Repression and Recovery: Modem American Poetry and the Politics o f Cultural 
Memory, 1910-1945 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989), p. 86, quoted in Harrington, 
Poetry and the Public, p. 139.
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working-class readers. Letters sent to the paper claimed these textually experimental 
poems were ‘beloved by thousands [...] of women, children, and honest 
workingmen.’
Ironically, given the aforementioned accusations of elitism, as the twentieth century 
progressed many more avant-garde techniques found their way into popular culture. 
And it will be my argument that away from political prescription, popular culture 
initiated the working class into the modernist techniques that I employ throughout 
my poetry in this thesis.
Sampling
As previously argued, my poetry in this thesis is not obscure. But it is, according to 
Prynne’s criteria, difficult. Yet the technique I am using has in fact been used in 
popular music for thirty years -  that is, sampling. This collage technique is so 
ubiquitous in popular music that it is difficult to think of listening to a popular radio 
station on any given day without encountering several instances of it. Sampling 
consists of taking a ‘sample’, that is, a segment of a sound recording, and utilising it 
as a contributing element to, or even the basis for, another sound recording -  such as 
a song.
This technique was pioneered by avant-garde composer and theorist Pierre Schaeffer. 
Inspired by cinematic montage, the technological opportunities opened up by the 
gramophone, and his time working with radio actors, Schaeffer began creating
Holograph letter (in rhyme), [n.d.], to the editor of the Seattle Union Record, signed ‘a Friend.’ 
Harry Ault papers, quoted in Harrington, Poetry and the Public, p. 137.
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compositions from using ‘samples’ of instruments and other non-musical sources. 
This became known as musique concrète. Schaeffer explains the term thus;
Instead of notating musical ideas on paper with the symbols of solfege and 
entrusting their realization to well-known instruments, the question was to 
collect concrete sounds, wherever they came from, and to abstract the musical 
values they were potentially containing.^
Following this lead, tape loops (prerecorded music on magnetic tape) were used in 
the 1950s by the minimalist composer Terry Riley (the first recorded instance of this 
is his ‘Music for The Gift' (1963), featuring a loop of Chet Baker playing trumpet).^ 
But during the cultural fusion of the 1960s, where high and low culture became much 
more hybridised, tape loops began to be used in pop music too -  most famously by 
The Beatles in ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’, the song that closes their 1966 album. 
R e v o l v e r Joseph G. Schloss explains the process and effect:
As breaks [units of prerecorded sound] are tom from their original context 
and repeated, they are reconceived—by performer and listener alike—as 
circular, even if their original harmonic or melodic purposes were linear. In 
other words, melodies become riffs. The end of a phrase is juxtaposed with 
the beginning in such a way that the listener begins to anticipate the return of
Pierre Schaeffer quoted in Jean de Reydellet, ‘Pierre Schaeffer, 1910-1995: The Founder of 
“Musique Concrete’” , Computer Music Journal, 20 (1996), 10-11 (p. 10),
The recording emerged from experiments in providing music for Ken Dewey’s ‘theatrical 
extravaganza’. The Gift, first presented in San Francisco in 1962. Keith Potter, Four Musical 
Minimalists: La Monte Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich, Philip Glass, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), pp. 105-07.
Thom Holmes, Electronic and Experimental Music, 3rd edn (London and New York: Routledge, 
2008), p. 408.
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the beginning as the end approaches. Theme and variation, rather than 
progressive development, become order of the day.^^^
However, it is not in the 1960s that the most profound use of this collage technique 
in pop culture is located, but in the late 1970s and early ’80s. It was in the musical 
and cultural movement, hip hop, that sampling really entered prominently into 
popular culture, and consequently, it is hip hop that is the most significant movement 
for the argument that I am advancing here (that popular culture has laid the 
groundwork for understanding collage/jump cut/sample techniques in poetry).
Schloss identifies ‘five primary factors’ that were instrumental in the creation of hip- 
hop music:
the African-American tradition of oral poetry; various kinaesthetic rhythm 
activities, such as step shows, children’s clapping games, hambone, and double 
Dutch; developments in technology for the recording and production of music, 
culminating in the use of digital sampling; attitudes in African American cultures 
regarding the value and use of recorded music; and general societal (i.e., social, 
political, and economic) conditions that made hip-hop an attractive proposition 
for inner-city youth.
It is not the ‘oral poetry’ aspect of hip hop that interests me here,^^® but rather the use 
of sampling. Hip hop sampling emerged from DJs in the 1970s using two turntables
Joseph G. Schloss, Making Beats: The Art o f Sample-Based Hip Hop (Middletown, Connecticut: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2004), p. 33.
Schloss, p. 17.
For more on this aspect of hip hop, see Cheryl L, Keyes, Rap Music and Street Consciousness 
(Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2002). Keyes traces the ‘rap’ aspect of hip hop
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to fuse various recorded sources into one continuous piece of music -  with the aim to 
keep people d a n c i n g . I n  its recorded form, this kind of fusion reaches an early 
apogee with Grandmaster Flash’s The Adventures o f Grandmaster Flash on the 
Wheels o f Steel from 1981. This track is a recording of a ‘live mix’ (that is, although 
all the components are prerecorded, the actual mix is done ‘live’ using turntables) of 
eleven different sources -  musical and spoken word.^^^ This multi-track sound 
collage juxtaposed rhythms, words, and melodies against one another; each fragment 
reframes the last, bringing out unheard aspects of the music that the sample 
‘contained’ (to use Schaeffer’s terminology).^^^ That is, the sample is heard 
differently in a new contextual set of relations. By this process the listener’s attention 
is refocused. A sampled bass line, for instance, can receive a different kind of 
attention when it is, perhaps, the driving force of a song than it did when it was 
buried in the mix of its previous incarnation. And the way that bass line is heard is
back through multiple and overlapping ascendants that include: the monologues incorporated into the 
1970s soul and funk compositions of Isaac Hayes, Millie Jackson, Barry White and George Clinton, 
as well as earlier compositions by James Brown, Aretha Franklin and Lou Rawls; the poetry emerging 
from Amiri Baraka’s Black Arts Movement of the 1960s, along with writing groups such as the Watts 
Writers Workshop (from which The Watts Prophets emerged); The Last Poets, who ‘rapped’ over 
African-derived percussion such as congas, Gil Scott-Heron and Nikki Giovanni; the blues poems of 
Langston Hughes, and Sterling Brown’s use of street vernacular; the ‘jive talk’ that proliferated 
among jazz musicians and post-World War Two DJs such as Doc Hep Cat; and finally back to the 
griot and nyamakala -  the oral bardic traditions of West Africa. Keyes, pp. 17-38.
Grandmaster Flash cites Pete ‘With Funky Beat DJ’ Jones as being impressive at keeping ‘the 
record going, going, going, all night long.’ However, Kool Here (Clive Campbell), an influence on 
both Flash and Africa Bambaartaa, is generally thought of as pioneering the use of mixing. On the 
streets of the Bronx in 1972, ‘[ijnstead of simply dove-tailing one record after another and talking 
intermittently to the crowd. Here recited rhymes over the microphone while mixing. In mixing, the DJ 
places a disc on each of two turntables and attempts to match their speed with a pitch control device 
on the turntable system.’ Schloss, pp. 55-59.
Grandmaster Flash, The Adventures o f Grandmaster Flash on the Wheels o f Steel. Sugarhill. 1981. 
The sources are the songs: Chic, ‘Good Times’; Blondie, ‘Rapture’; Queen, ‘Another One Bites the 
Dust’; Sugarhill Gang, ‘8^ Wonder’; Furious Five, ‘Birthday Party’; Spoonie Gee, ‘Monster Jam’; 
Michael Viner’s Incredible Bongo Band, ‘Apache’; Grandmaster Flash and The Furious Five, 
‘Freedom’; Sugarhill Gang, ‘Rapper’s Delight’; The Hellers, ‘Life Story’; and dialogue from the film 
Flash Gordon. Dir. Mike Hodges. Universal Studios. 1980.
To the extent that Schaeffer’s terminology remains relevant in this context, see this comment by DJ 
Kool Akiem, on listening to one of ‘his’ loops over a series of days: ‘you get to hear stuff that the 
musician didn’t try to put in there. You know what I mean? It’s just in there.’ DJ Kool Akiem (1999), 
quoted in Schloss, p. 37
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changed due to its new sonic environment, and by how it relates to other instruments, 
rhythms, words, and melodic phrases within that.
Some hip hop acts use this method of ‘decontextulization and recontexulisation’^^"^ to 
socio-political ends. The militant Public Enemy are a clear example of this. I would 
like to discuss their song ‘Fight the Power’ in light of this, and with a view to 
highlighting how the song’s ‘original’ raps work in conjunction with the sampled 
material in a way that is comparable with the techniques I employ in the later poems 
in this thesis. As Robert Walser comments, it is the ‘dynamic relationship’ between 
Chuck D’s rapping and The Bomb Squad’s^ ^^  array of samples that ‘produces a 
dialectic of shifting tensions.’
Public Enemy’s ‘Fight the Power’ was written in 1989 at the request of film director 
Spike Lee. It was included in his film Do The Right Thing, which examines racial 
tensions in Brooklyn, New York. What Public Enemy delivered to Lee was an angry 
and confrontational indictment of what they saw as the United States’ racially 
discriminate, dominant white culture. The track opens with sixteen seconds of speech 
from civil rights attorney and activist Thomas N. Todd:
Robert Walser, ‘Rhythm, Rhyme, and Rhetoric in the Music of Public Enemy’, Ethnomusicology, 
39(1995), 193-218 (p. 198).
The two rappers in Public Enemy are Chuck D and Flavour Flav. Flavour often acts as a comic foil 
to Chuck’s political polemic. Scratching is provided by Terminator X. The Bomb Squad are a 
production team (Hank and Keith Shocklee, Eric ‘Vietnam’ Sadler, and Chuck D) that assemble the 
samples that act as the musical core of the songs and upon which the raps and scratching is overlaid.
Walser, p. 204.
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Yet our best trained, best educated, best equipped, best prepared troops refuse 
to fight. Matter of fact, it’s safe to say that they would rather switch than 
fight.'""
In the context of the original speech these words were meant as a criticism of African 
Americans who ‘benefited from the civil rights movement’, in Thomas Todd’s 
words, ‘but became part of the establishment.’'"  ^The song’s later derision of the 
African American singer Bobby McFerrin engages with this theme.
Nothing but rednecks for 400 years if you check
Don’t worry be happy
Was a number one jam
Damn if I say it you can slap me right here
McFerrin’s message, in his number one a cappella song in the USA, ‘Don’t Worry 
Be Happy’, is positioned here in contradistinction to Public Enemy’s advocation of 
fighting the power. McFerrin’s song takes its title from a famous slogan by the 
Indian mystic Meher Baba, and advocates the cultivation of a happy and gentle 
stoicism in the face of life’s woes. But by placing this name-checking, and 
subsequent denouncement, of McFerrin’s song directly after a reference to four 
hundred years of slavery. Chuck D implies that McFerrin’s adopted philosophy 
situates him as one of those you ‘choose[s] not to fight’. McFerrin’s musical ability 
aligns him with those who are ‘the best trained’, and perhaps it is not insignificant
Thomas N. Todd sampled in Public Enemy, Fight the Power. Motown, 1989.
Thomas N. Todd quoted in Mark Katz, Capturing Sound: How Technology Has Changed Music, 
rev. edn (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 2010), p. 164.
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here that McFerrin’s father was the first African American to appear with New 
York’s Metropolitan Opera -  thus, a clear beneficiary of those who previously 
struggled for civil rights. Therefore, although they are not explicitly connected. 
Chuck D’s lyric and the sample of Thomas Todd work to inform each other in their 
critique of attitudes of some of the more skilled and affluent in the African American 
community.
The ‘power’ that Chuck D commands his listeners to fight is defined as a white 
cultural hegemony personified by such revered figures as Elvis Presley and John 
Wayne. These figures are attacked bluntly by Chuck D in the third verse of the song:
Elvis was a hero to most 
But he never meant shit to me 
Straight up racist that sucker was 
Simple and plain
Mother fuck him and John Wayne.
But these words gain in complexity and resonance when considered in the musical 
context of the song -  that is, with the multiple samples in which they are engaged. 
These samples include Afrika Bambaataa, The Dramatics, James Brown, the 
Jacksons, Sly and the Family Stone, Bobby Byrd, George Clinton and Funkadelic, 
among others. These samples offer an affirmation of black culture whilst the lyrics 
critique what the writers perceive to be the discriminatory aspects of the dominant 
white culture. As Mark Katz says:
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The lyrics express black pride, voice opposition to the white establishment, 
and address racism, freedom of speech, and the representation of blacks in 
American life and culture. [...] The use of word sample is significant. Public 
Enemy’s remedy is to provide its own samples, literally in the form of 
digitized snippets—performative quotations—of the work of its 
underrepresented heroes [those mentioned above][,] [...] all seminal figures 
in the development of late twentieth-century African American popular music 
(and popular music, period.)’'"^
To an even greater extent than in Grandmaster Flash, the samples here are 
exceptionally fragmentary. Before the rappers even begin, over a dozen samples -  of 
both speech and music -  have been collaged.'^'' And ‘[i]n just one four second 
segment (0:24-0:28), at least ten distinct samples are being looped’.'^' The effect of 
this has a distinctly cubist aspect. Just as Clement Greenberg argues that Cubism was 
concerned with ‘obtaining sculptural [that is, three-dimensional] results by strictly 
nonsculptural means’,'^" so too Public Enemy’s production team. The Bomb Squad. 
As producer Keith Shocklee comments:
We decided that we wanted to communicate something that was three 
dimensional—something that you could look at from many different sides and 
get information from as well as entertainment.'^"
Katz, pp. 162-63.
Ibid., pp. 160-61.
Ibid., p. 161.
Greenberg, p. 71.
Keith Shocldee (1998), quoted in Schloss, p. 115.
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The song’s multiplicity of samples, its layer upon layer of verbal and musical 
quotations, means that it can offer many different experiences when listened to. As 
the avant-garde composer Paul Lanksy, who also uses samples in his work, says: 
‘identical sounds will end up sounding different depending on the performance the 
listener creates in his own mind and ear.’'"'' The listener is left to build the bridges, 
political and cultural, to make the connections between the samples. Although the 
rhetoric of the rap is often straightforward, '"" the samples give the track layers of 
indeterminate meaning. The track provides, as Shocklee says, ‘information’ in order 
to raise ‘awareness’'"^ much the same way as docu-poetry does. And again like the 
docu-poetry I have tried to construct in this thesis, the song invites the listener into 
creative collaboration with it. The awareness that the song strives for must ultimately 
be configured, and -  on second, third, fourth listen -  re-configured by the listener. As 
Robert Walser claims, in ‘Fight the Power’ the ‘oppressive and dissonant’ world ‘is 
made to seem negotiable through dialogue and rhythmic virtuosity’. In fact, Walser 
posits, it is ‘the flexibility and multiple perspectives of hip hop’ that attracts many 
listeners.'""
These techniques of sampling have now become commonplace in popular music not 
just within dance and hip hop cultures. Although not always employed in such a 
musically or politically radical form'"^ as ‘The Adventures of Grandmaster on the
134 Paul Lanksy (2001), quoted in Katz, p. 152.
Although as Robert Walser points out, ‘[t]he interaction of Chuck D and Flavor Flav makes the 
rapping dialogic at strategic places in the song’ (p. 206).
Chuck D, Fight the Power.
Walser, p. 211.
Schloss separates sampling into two main approaches -  the ‘loop’ and the ‘cut’. Looping is 
‘repeating a sample with little or no alteration’. It is this approach that has become most popular in 
mainstream rap records today, such as Puff Daddy’s ‘I’ll Be Missing You’. Chopping, on the other 
hand, is ‘the deconstruction and reorganization of samples’. This is the Bomb Squad’s approach 
discussed above. Schloss, p. 164. Although the loop has become the more popular form. Fear o f A
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Wheels of Steel’ and Public Enemy’s ‘Fight the Power’, it is still used innovatively 
by DJ Shadow and DJ Spooky, and most infamously of late in Dangermouse’s much- 
lauded The Grey Album (a ‘mash-up’ of The Beatles’s The White Album and Jay-Z’s 
The Black Album) that for copyright reasons can never be legally released.
Hip hop was a black, working-class cultural movement. It grew organically in the 
working-class communities and dancehalls of New York. It employed a kind of 
modernist splicing technique -  firstly to the turntable, and then to the digital sampler 
-  that would go on to become (over three decades) a hugely popular musical 
movement. In so doing it created a modernist working-class aesthetic that, I would 
argue, undercuts the thesis that without recourse to the ‘studious leisure’ of the 
university, or a cultured middle-class household, a working-class reader/listener 
would turn away from a polyvocal poetic text that breaks away from the linear, 
monological utterance.
The Example of Mark Nowak
A poet that makes a connection between working-class, experimental poetics and 
sample-heavy pop music is Mark Nowak. Found materials make up the bulk of 
Nowak’s texts. His poems are an overtly political collage of worker interviews, 
political discourse, and academic articles and newspaper reports. Nowak posits an 
aesthetics that is both firmly rooted in the working-class experience and also 
employs techniques that could be considered experimental, avant-garde, or 
modernist. He explains the origin of his approach thus:
Black Planet (the album on which ‘Fight the Power’ features) has sold over 2 million copies. 
Therefore, in the context of my argument, ‘cutting’ is still a popular art form.
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I first came to art-making as an electronic musician in Buffalo, NY in the 
early- to mid-1980s. The first band, Aufbau Principle (or Aufbau—German 
for construction or building-up) was a two-person group that I formed with a 
fellow undergrad student—we dreamed of being a U.S. version of Kraftwerk. 
We were living in a city that was absolutely, and sometimes literally, 
collapsing around us [...]. Today, I still tend to think and create less like a 
poet and more like a musician at a multi-track recording system. Most of my 
work is composed of multiple voices mixed on separate tracks, all fused or 
articulated into one final artwork that might include testimony on one track, 
newspaper reports on another, photographs on a third, and rules of 
capitalization or pro-coal curriculum on another.'"^
In his essay ‘Notes Toward an Anti-Capitalist Poetics IP, Nowak also lists the ’80s 
hip hop icon Afrika Bambaataa as an influence on his poetics as well as 
Dangermouse.''"' Thus Nowak uses ‘multi-track’ poly vocal, polytemporal jump cuts 
to portray working-class experience. This is the second segment of his poetic series 
of samples, ‘Capitalization’:
During his eight years
on the old General Electric Theater,
Reagan enjoyed certain distinct 
professional advantages.
Mark Nowak interviewed by Liz Axelrod, in 12'  ^Street: Writing and Democracy, 14 January 2011, 
Available at: http://www.12thstreetonline.com/2Qll/Gl/14/mark-nowak-interview/ [accessed 30 July 
2011] (para. 2 of 11).
Mark Nowak, ‘Notes Toward an Anti-Capitalist Poetics IT, in American Poets in the 2 T ‘ Century, 
pp. 332-35.
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Hundreds of women worked 
at those benches. With prosperity, 
more and more were added.
References for authoritative capitalization 
o f America and British names: Who's Who,
Who's Who in America,
Dictionary o f National Biography,
Dictionary o f American Biography.
But when the market crashed in 1929, 
the benches were emptied almost overnight.
While the program's other performers
were at the mercy o f the weekly dramatic material-
it was an anthology series—the star was not.
I  donH know
how many were let go,
but my gosh, it was devastating.
He was no more responsible
for the quality o f the shows
than for the quality o f G.E. 's products^"^^
‘Capitalization’ deals with the air traffic controllers’ strike which took place in the 
United States in 1981; it was an event that, Piers Hugill argues, ‘in many ways 
played a similar function as Thatcher’s crushing of the miners in 1984-5, to wit the 
systematic attack on and temporary defeat of organised labour and the trade union
141 Mark Nowak, Shut Up Shut Down (Minneapolis: Coffee House Press, 2004), p. 35.
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movement.’'''" In the above poem, Nowak juxtaposes various voices, such as a 
commentary on Ronald Reagan’s years as head of the Screen Actors’ Guild and 
details of his government’s reaction to the strike, but also first-person oral accounts 
of a plant-worker, Margaret Stasik (an employee at the Westinghouse Plant in 
Pittsburgh in the depression of the 1930s). Finally, there are also quotations about the 
correct use of capitalisation from a Reagan-era grammar text book by Margret 
Shertzer. It is a poem where each ‘documentary frame’'''" or sample ‘recontexualizes 
the subsequent frame’. From these seemingly disparate elements the reader is able to 
make illuminating connections -  not least of which is the ironic one that the 
President that did so much to break the power of unions was himself once head of the 
Actors’ Guild. The other frames (Stasik’s comments about life at the Westinghouse 
Plant and Shertzer’s grammar guide) appear at first more random. But Stasik’s 
comments provide simultaneously an insight into the devastation of worklessness 
and the precariousness of the capitalist system, emphasising just who it is that suffers 
most when this system fails. The unions, at least ideally, are there to safeguard 
against worker exploitation and to reduce the suffering of workers. And Shertzer’s 
guide reminds the reader that even language is hierarchical. For Nowak, this ‘remix 
writing’ that deviates from the traditional working-class model poem ‘seeks to be— 
through fusing oral history, labor history, journalism, creative nonfiction, poetry, 
photography, theater, and whatever else is necessary—a kind of independent or 
alternative chronicle of economic and social dispossession and struggle.’'''''
Piers Hugill, ‘Class War in the Rust Belt’, Jacket, 28 October 2005. Available at: 
http://jacketmagazine.com/28/hugi-nowa.htrnl [accessed 4 February 2010] (para. 17 of 19).
Vance, p. 340.
Nowak, 12’^  Street, para. 11 of 11.
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As Nowak offers an alternative to traditional American labour poetry, my poetry 
(and the ‘remix’ methods I have employed) aim to offer an alternative to working- 
class spatial poetry. For comparison take this poem, ‘Redevelopment’, by Sarah 
Attfield on some similar themes to those I deal with:
It came down 
piece by piece 
no explosions detonations 
just a quiet rain 
of concrete powder 
We watched ourselves 
be moved into new homes 
built over the great 
social experiment 
Watched ourselves learn 
how to step out onto a street 
from a real front door 
dig a garden 
look over a fence
Lost the stench of darkened stairwells 
smouldering rubbish 
fried spam and boiled cabbage 
Looked at cobbled paving 
brass pub signs
shops without iron grill windows
247
Breathed for a moment -  
then saw it was still there 
shadows of the towers 
like ghost limbs 
and the same
screams hoarsed through the night 
twos and blues flashing into dreams 
blood outside the take-away 
kids with no coats 
loan sharks at the door 
Breathed and realised the fumes 
from the rubber factory were 
still curling our way/''^
This poem is a fine evocation of how a space is experienced by those at the receiving 
end of redevelopment; redevelopment as I have discussed in relation to the council 
estate is something that does not always occur in dialogue with residents, and that 
was certainly not the case in early council housing. It is usually a project 
implemented on criteria established by politicians, urban planners, and architects -  
not residents. Attfield’s poem points out that even as the old, supposedly maligned 
buildings ‘detonate’, there is no detonation of the larger socio-economic context in 
which the speaker of the poem lives. The speaker still lives in the shadow of the 
oppression and destitution that those towers came to symbolise. The poem speaks 
powerfully to this.
145 Sarah Attfield, ‘Redevelopment’, the fine print: The Poetry Edition, Spring 2006, p. 4,
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However, as with Farley’s ‘Brutalist’ poem discussed earlier, what the poem cannot 
do is offer insight into the ideology and complex interactions of ideas and 
motivations that gave rise to this predicament. Furthermore, even in consideration of 
how ‘lived’ space is presented, it can only offer one view -  albeit an affecting one 
that goes too often unvoiced. The poem leaves only a narrow space for the reader to 
engage creatively with the materials of the poem, and thus from a Lefevrian 
standpoint offers the reader less opportunity to renew their perceptions -  that is, to 
engage in a genuinely revitalised spatial practice. However, in the extract below (the 
first two paragraphs of the final poem in my thesis collection) I take a different 
approach:
1.
S te p  f o r w a r d  t h e  r e a l  v i l l a i n . ' ' '^  Estate. Peripheral. The social 
idealism of its originators.'''" Engine shudders; tick of the indicator, t h e  f i r s t  
t e n a n t s  moved in .'''^
2 .
Town and country mxüSihQmdirntà.}^^ c o s t  o f  r e h o u s i n g  . . .  w i l l  be  
s ta g g e r in g . '^ "  The last warm bubbleless dregs. What t h e y  came t o  was 
n i c e  d w e l l i n g s . ' ^ '  Fat crackles; a radio sings beside the pickled eggs.
Will Hutton, ‘Open the Gates and Free People from Britain’s Ghettos’, Observer, 18 February 
2007. Available at: http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2007/feb/18/comment.homeaffairs 
[accessed 5 August 2012] (para. 2 of 10)
Ravetz, p. 5.
‘Homes for 10, 000 Going up in Bettws’, South Wales Argus, July 24, 1961, quoted in ‘The New  
Township of Bettws’, Bettws Communities First Partnership. Available at: 
http://www.bettws.org.uk/Estate.html [accessed 10/12/2011] (para. 2 of 28)
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The above opens with a quotation from Will Hutton’s article regarding estates in 
general in his column in the Observer, followed by two words, ‘estate’ and 
‘peripheral’ (for the poem will focus on a satellite estate), an academic appraisal of 
the motivation behind the estate project, a compressed description of a car waiting to 
turn, and a newspaper report about the first tenants moving on to the estate. The 
beginning of the next paragraph is a quotation from Ebenezer Howard’s Garden 
Cities o f To-morrow. The Garden City was envisioned as a mix of the best of the city 
and that of the country. It is the visionary beginning of what would become the 
satellite estate. The quotation of housing costs comes from a local newspaper. The 
South Wales Argus, about the building of Bettws (the estate where I grew up and on 
which the poem focuses). The quotation sets economic concerns alongside Howard’s 
conceptual ones. The other sentences here refer to the environment of the chip shop 
and the remains of a carbonated beverage. Both are examples of rendering the lived 
experience.
It might be argued that the style is too disjointed, that it is not appropriate for a non- 
academic, working-class audience -  its techniques too modernist or postmodernist. 
But as my previous discussion of sampling in popular culture -  that is, the culture of 
the ‘masses’ -  has shown, such techniques (grown from the genuinely working-class 
aesthetic of hip hop) are now omnipresent on radio, television, and online (in music 
and associated media). What my poem quoted above does is provide a ‘mash-up’ of 
media presentations, social-spatial ideology, glimpses of the estate’s history, the
Ebenezer Howard, Garden Cities o f To-morrow (London: Swan Sonnenschein & Co, 1902), p. 18. 
‘Homes for 10, 000 Going up in Bettws’, para. 5 of 28.
151 ‘The New Township of Bettws’, para. 14 of 28.
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motivations of its originators, economic considerations, as well as (hopefully, 
evocative) descriptions of lived experience. By using the sample method, by using a 
working-class poetic in sympathy with that of Mark Nowak instead of those of 
Attfield, Wayman, and Daniels, I aim not to offer the reader a recognisable and 
resonant reflection of their estate experience, but instead to invite that reader into the 
matrix of the poem to construct their own estate therein -  an estate informed by all 
these conflicting and overlapping narratives. Rather than present a central voice of 
lyric subjectivity as Attfield does, it aims to offer what Sonali Perera refers to as a 
'collaborative subject’ that is ‘[cjharacterised by i n t e r rup t i onsPerera  argues that 
such a fragmentary poetic suits an interrogation of the social-spatial history of the 
working-class, as ‘working-class history is always partial, uncompleted’. N o w a k  
wants a poetry that ‘explodes and reconfigures d o c u m e n t a r y a n d  this is what my 
final poem aims here to do. It uses broken apart, ‘new’ sentences as documentary 
frames; from a selection of reoccurring sources it offers juxtaposition after 
juxtaposition, in an attempt to reconfigure these components into a prose song.
Constraint
As part of the process of reconfiguring all these components, I employed literary 
‘constraints’. The juxtapositions of materials are formally organised according to 
‘constraints’ derived from the very working-class spaces they address. A constraint 
is:
Sonali Perera, ‘Rethinking Working-Class Literature: Feminism, Globalization, and Socialist 
Ethics’, differences: A Journal O f Feminist Cultural Studies, 19 (2008), 1-31 (p. 2).
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Ibid.
Mark Nowak, ‘Labor Day Adieu’, Harriet the Blog: The Poetry Foundation, 31 August 2008. 
Available at: http://www.poetryfoundation.org/harriet/2008/08/labor-day-adieu/ [accessed 4 August 
2011] (para. 3 of 4).
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a self-chosen rule (i.e., different from the rules that are imposed by the use of 
a natural language or those of convention); it is also a rule that is used 
systematically throughout the work (its range therefore differs from that of 
style, which is less systematic), both as a compositional and a reading device. 
Constraints are not ornaments: for the writer, they help generate the text; for 
the reader, they help make sense of it.^ ^^
In a general sense, constraint is universal in literature because ‘constraint is based on 
the very notion of form’.^ ^^  Whether it is the syllabic structure of a haiku or the genre 
tropes of detective fiction, each form of literature demonstrates ‘rules’ that to an 
extent regulate its production. This, of course, is especially true of poetry. Prior to 
the ascent of free verse, for instance, the production of poetry in the English 
language was bound by the rules of accentual-syllabic metre, as well as by forms 
such as the sonnet. Movements in the avant-garde at the beginning of the twentieth 
century strove for artistic freedom by rejecting historical convention. Pound 
famously rejected verse composed by the metronome; William Carlos Williams 
states in his introduction to The Wedge: ‘To me all sonnets say the same thing of no
Jan Baetens and Jean-Jacques Poucel, ‘Introduction: The Challenge of Constraint’, Poetics Today, 
3 (2009), 611-34 (p. 613). The significance of this argument is not limited to literature. As Rob Pope 
points out, despite ‘manifold differences’ many educators, psychologists and philosophers (such as 
John Dewy, the British logician and philosopher, Alfred North Whitehead, the Russian cultural- 
historical psychologist Lev Vygotsky, the Swiss developmental psychologist and philosopher, Jean 
Piaget, the American psychologist, Jerome Bruner, and the Brazilian educator and philosopher, Paulo 
Freire) all recognise ‘constraint as a necessary condition for creativity.’ Rob Pope, Creativity: Theory, 
History, Practice (Oxen: Routledge, 2005), p. 24.
Ibid., 614.
Rob Pope observes, in his discussion of constraint and creativity, that ‘what sonnet after sonnet 
show is that it is the very constraint of composing within highly formalised structures and with 
apparent limitations of subject matter that constitutes much of the creative challenge and perennial 
appeal of the genre’ (p. 206). In consideration of this, it is interesting to note how many progressive 
poets in the ‘parallel tradition’ of British poetry have tried to reimagine the sonnet. See The Reality 
Street Book of Sonnets, ed. by Jeff Hilson (London: Reality Street, 2008).
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importance.’ However, some twentieth-century writers rejected the idea that 
freedom involved ‘the rejection of all rules’, a n d  believed that the ‘repudiation of 
rulebound writing is counterproductive for it produces works that are bound to other, 
perhaps unacknowledged co n v e n t i o n s . F o r  writers such as Robert Frost, who 
believed that ‘[wjriting free verse is like playing tennis with the net down’,^ ^^  this 
meant the continued practice of traditional forms. But an experimental group of 
writers like Oulipo had no interest in reviving tradition. Instead, they invented new 
constraints that demonstrated ‘a “superior” form of freedom’ because these 
procedures were ‘self-consciously elected and invested in forms or resistance.’
This resistance -  to both the explicit traditional forms and perhaps subliminal 
unspoken constraints infiltrating those intending to write ‘freely’ -  is exemplified by 
choosing a constraint that is specific to the work at hand. George Perec’s famous 
lipogram novel. La disparition, from 1969 (translated into English by Gilbert Adair 
and published as The Void in 1995) is a prime e x a m p l e . T h e  plot involves a search 
for the missing character, Anton Vowel, and the novel is written without using the 
letter ‘e’. The most common vowel in French is ‘e’. As the character Vowel is 
missing in the plot, so the central vowel of the French language is missing from the 
text. Thus the text ‘thematizes’ its content, correlating with Robert Creely’s maxim 
quoted in Chapter Two regarding how form and content impact on one another.
William Carlos Williams, ‘Author’s Introduction to The Wedge' (1944), in The Collected Poems of  
William Carlos Williams, ed. by A. Walton Litz and Christopher MacGowan, 2 vols (New York; New  
Directions, 1988), II, 53-55 (p. 54), quoted in Richard Deming, ‘Constraint as Opposed to What? A  
Philosophical Approach to the Values of Constrained Writing’, Poetics Today, 3 (2009), 653-68 (p. 
664).
Baetens and Poucel, p. 616.
Ibid.
Robert Frost, ‘Address to Milton Academy, Massachusetts’, 17 May 1935, quoted in Robert 
Andrews, The New Penguin Dictionary of Modem Quotations (London: Penguin, 2003), unpag. 
Baetens and Poucel, p. 616.
George Perec, The Void (1969), trans. by Gilbert Adair (New York: The Harvill Press, 1995).
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Accordingly, the formal constraints I employ in ‘Cell and World’ and ‘Aged 46 
Years’ are informed by the spatial, social, and political concerns that make up the 
‘content’ of the poems. For example, the Tudor Walters Report specified that the 
council house should have five living spaces: three bedrooms, a living room, and a 
scullery/kitchen. This blueprint was largely maintained throughout the future 
building of council houses. Therefore ‘Cell and World’ is organised in fives: each 
paragraph has five sentences; each page has five paragraphs; the poem is in five 
sections. ‘Aged 46 years’, on the other hand, is organised, as the title suggests, by the 
number forty-six, which is the age of the estate at the time of writing. The poem 
consists of forty-six paragraphs; each paragraph contains forty-six syllables.
As with the use of some modernist techniques discussed above, the use of constraints 
can be accused of being exclusive. If the writer strives to make the constraint as 
invisible as possible to the reader, then the device might be generative of a writer’s 
creativity but perhaps the text can be perplexing for the reader. On the other hand, if 
the writer informs the reader of the constraint (as I do in the postface notes), then that 
act of sharing invites the reader into the very construction of the text, and helps 
create a dialectic community. In fact, the notion of the dialectic is intrinsic to the use
The materials used in the poem span the estate’s history. The poem contains samples from the local 
South Wales Argus newspaper, reporting in 1961 about the estate’s construction. See ‘Homes for 1000 
Going up in Bettws’, South Wales Argus, 24 July 1961, quoted in ‘The New Township of Bettws’, in 
Bettws Communities First Partnership. Available at: http://www.bettws.org.uk/Estate.html [accessed 
29 July 2012]. The poem also features samples from that same paper in 2010 reporting on the award- 
winning ‘Bettws in Bloom’ community group. See Faye Dickson, ‘Bettws in Bloom scoops top UK 
award’. South Wales Argus, 15 September 2010. Available at:
http://www.southwalesargus.co.uk/news/8392521.Bettws_in_Bloom_scoops_top_UK_award/ 
[accessed 29 July 2012]. Furthermore, observations from my own lived experience of the estate are 
included alongside those of long-time resident Maura Dineen, who has lived on the estate for almost 
its entire forty-six year history. Maura Dineen, ‘Brave New Port?’, in BBC Home: South East Wales. 
Page last updated: February 2009. Available at:
http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/southeast/yoursay/topics/newport.shtml [accessed 29 July 2012] (para. 12 
of 25).
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of constraints and its relation to poetic form. For Oulipo author Jacques Jouet, 
‘[wjithout conflict, form exhausts itself From conflict the constraint elicits 
creativity, and regarding my own work this creativity involves the instigation of a 
new spatial practice. The constraint allows me to gather the fragments of discourse 
around house building and council estates, about space and class, and place them in a 
‘dynamic [that] generates a dialectical poetics that not only transforms language into 
literature but changes the context for the users of that language.’ The technique is, 
hopefully, generative for both me, as writer, and the reader. As Richard Deming 
argues:
Literary texts foreground language use and in so doing measure the difference 
between the aesthetic and the everyday uses of language. Constraints draw 
attention to this gap by heightening the level of artifice that marks the literary 
text so that a reader can be made more aware of all uses of language and 
discourse.
It is ‘[tjhis increased awareness’, Deming goes on to say, that ‘heightens the 
possibilities for self-consciousness’ in relation to how one both ‘responds to’ and 
‘creates’ texts. And in apt congruence with the stated aims of my project here, [s]uch 
self-consciousness is the necessary engine for freedom and a g e n c y . T h a t  is, by 
informing the reader of the constraints, the reader thinks about the constructedness of 
the poems, and hopefully the constructedness of their perceptions of the estate.
165 Jacques Jouet (2001), quoted in Deming, p. 654.
Deming, p. 656. 
Ibid., p. 666. 
Ibid.
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Conclusion
I began this chapter by signaling my move away from using objectivist lyrics 
juxtaposed with blocks of documentary prose towards a docu-prose-poetry that 
draws on what Ron Silliman calls the ‘new sentence’. I developed my work in this 
direction in order to further both the dismantling of prevalent discourses of estate 
life, and also to more fully demonstrate their interpenetration. Moreover, this 
approach, I argue, calls for a much greater degree of reader participation and 
creativity (and thus, hopefully renewed spatial practice) as the predictable semantic 
links are reduced, and the gaps that the reader must fill, or the bridges that the reader 
must build, are increased. I went on to consider that such a ‘difficult’ poetry might 
not in the view of some working-class poets and critics constitute an appropriate 
style (if the desired outcome of such a poetry is the reconfigured perceptions of 
estate residents themselves). By drawing on examples from hip hop and the working- 
class poetry of Mark Nowak, I attempted to illustrate that this approach is both viable 
and necessary. Finally, I discussed the use of constraint in my work as both an 
organisational and generative tool. The poems discussed here are an end point of the 
creative exploration of this thesis. I arrived at this point slowly, through trial and 
error, through thinking and rethinking. It is a poetry that draws on my own personal 
experience, and also the experience of others both on and off the estate. It draws 
from the texts that were fundamental (the Tudor Walters Report; Garden Cities o f 
To-morrow) to the utopian vision from which important aspects of the estate idea 
sprang. And it also draws on philosophical explorations of the house (Bachelard) and 
national and local media representations of the estate (Will Hutton and the South 
Wales Argus, respectively). The poems collage all this material into multi-track prose 
songs of the space of the estate. The poems are both particular (drawing on
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experiences of Bettws, a particular estate in South Wales) and universal (referencing 
ideas and political decisions that affected the way almost all satellite estates were 
built). It is less resonant, spatially, with inner-city estates perhaps, but culturally, I 
hope it remains so. As I say, these poems are an end point of sorts for me (in terms of 
this thesis), but also I hope a starting point in terms of how art can engage with the 
council estate from a Lefebvrian perspective, and how estate residents might engage 
with that art -  that is, in a spatial dialectic that hopefully reconfigures a spatial 
practice that is more aware, alive and empowered.
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CONCLUSION
Robert Goodman, in After the Planners, charts the failure of ‘advocacy planning’ in 
the 1970s/ Advocacy planning, in opposition to town or city planning, is 
characterised by an advocate of professional competence acting as a negotiating 
intermediary between the wishes of the ‘users’ or ‘inhabitants’ and those of the 
political and financial powers. Advocacy planning fails though because the ‘users’
‘do not speak up’.^  No one can speak in their place (even those, and sometimes 
especially those, who seek to do so in their interest). For Lefebvre this ‘silence of the 
“users” is [...] the entire problem’ of space.^ Lefebvre relates this issue of silence not 
to any problem of articulacy but to a fault of perception: ‘[f]or conflicts to be voiced, 
they must first be perceived’.^
It has been the intention of this thesis and poetic project to reveal some of those 
conflicts regarding the space of the council estate. The poems hopefully act as a tool 
in breaking such silences. To what extent such ambitions are achieved remains open 
to question (and are perhaps unquantifiable). Nonetheless, surpassing any concern 
for the poem as aesthetic object is, as Allen Fisher says, ‘the use it may have’.^  This 
use, as I have repeatedly iterated in the preceding chapters, is the activation of a 
perceptual reorganisation of the council estate -  a renewed spatial practice. But to
* See Robert Goodman, After the Planners (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972), p. 57. Referenced in 
Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 364.
 ^Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 364.
 ^Ibid., p. 365.
 ^Ibid.
 ^Allen Fisher, Prosyncel (Penfield, NY: Strange Faeces Press, 1975), p. 23, quoted in Clive Bush, 
'Underneath the Net I Stray: Allen Fisher’, in Out of Dissent: A Study of Five Contemporary British 
Poets (London: Talus Editions, 1997), pp. 102-210 (p. 102).
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place such emphasis on the reader, and particularly the estate-dwelling reader, raises 
important questions regarding how this reader will be reached. By way of conclusion 
I would like to discuss this issue, and also speculate on what further steps might be 
taken to actualise social-spatial agency.
Where From Here?
Although the idea came late in the thesis, it is perhaps fitting and inevitable that I 
should use examples from popular music to justify the poetics I arrived at. The two 
have, for me, always been entwined. The world of literature was opened to me, in my 
mid-teens, not in school but by a biography of The Doors’ singer, Jim Morrison. I 
sought out Morrison’s teenage reading list; and consequently. On the Road became 
the first novel I ever read, and finished, of my own volition. Allen Ginsberg’s Howl, 
William Blake’s Marriage o f Heaven and Hell, and Arthur Rimbaud’s Illuminations 
and A Season in Hell were my introduction to poetry - 1 must, of course, have 
studied poetry in school before this point but I can remember almost nothing of it. 
Thus poetry was, in my mind, in no way associated with institutional education and 
thereby assimilation into the middle-class ways of being that I referred to in the 
introduction via the work of Diane Reay.
In my early twenties I was a self-employed musician: a singer and lyricist in a band. 
For a large proportion of the time I was in this band, I lived not on the Bettws estate 
but in the nearby valleys, in the predominantly working-class, ex-mining 
communities of Cwmcarn, Abercam, Newbridge and Blackwood. It was here that my 
fellow band members lived, so I relocated for the sake of convenience. Beginning, as 
most bands do, by playing locally, we were lucky enough to enjoy strong support
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from the large valleys’ communities that I was now part of (and that my band mates 
had grown up in). Those who enjoyed listening and engaging with this music ranged 
from labourers to nurses, as well as many from the local ‘problem’ village of Trinant 
-  that although not a council estate, was similarly associated with joblessness, drugs 
and crime. We, the band, lived and worked in the same social-spatial context as those 
who enjoyed listening to us play: we drank in the same pubs; we stood, before 
signing a record contract, in the same dole queue; the metal yard was but five 
minutes’ walk from our rehearsal space. Thus the art that I, in conjunction with my 
fellow band members, was creating at the time -  though informed, arguably 
obtrusively and pretentiously, by my reading -  was deeply imbedded in the 
community. If anyone so desired, lyrics could be picked apart over roll-up cigarettes 
and a game of cards. This is in no way to idealise this community, and certainly not 
to idealise the poetry (if one permits song lyrics to be a modality of poetry) that I was 
writing at the time. I mention this here only by way of highlighting what I have come 
to perceive as the crucial direction in which this poetic project must be taken post- 
PhD.
The Present Work
This PhD project, and its author, are not imbedded in the community it addresses. As 
much as my work has moved towards decentring the lyric I’, so dominant in those 
old songs, and shifting its focus ever more toward reader participation, I have 
become dislocated both geographically (by moving to Surrey), and perhaps 
culturally, from those imagined readers. Ironically, as the work has hopefully 
become less solipsistic, more ‘social’, so I have become more isolated in my laptop- 
and-library cell. My community, such as it is, is largely other PhD students and
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academics -  an often nurturing group, of whom some have become very good 
friends. But this is a predominantly middle-class group of people far removed from 
the council estate, and the council estate experiences I engage with in the texts 
submitted here.
There is also the switch from music to poetry to consider. As I have explained above, 
the two were always conjoined for me, and my experience of the one fed directly into 
the other. However, despite using an analysis of hip hop in this thesis to guard 
against what I see as any unnecessary narrowing of the working-class poetics (and, 
of course, attempting to justify my own methods in the process), I must acknowledge 
that there is a difference between pop music and poetry in terms of the classed and 
cultural spaces they occupy. I am forced to face this reality every time I attend a 
poetry reading. Rather than the socio-economically mixed people one might 
encounter at a pop/rock/rap/folk gig, for instance, I often find myself in a room with 
a small group of fellow poets: many of whom are Oxbridge graduates, many of 
whom have PhDs. The poetry given voice at some of these readings can be 
politically radical, but I am always inescapably aware that I am among a select, 
highly-educated, middle-class demographic of listeners.
Therefore, in arguing that I hope these poems can act to renew the spatial practice of 
estate residents, I am aware that participating in such poetry readings is unlikely to 
be the best way to reach those that actually live on council estates. This is in no way 
to denigrate such readings; they serve a crucially important role among communities 
of poets, and allow the establishment of relationships with like-minded people. They 
also facilitate helpful feedback. Furthermore, poetry events are rarely prohibitively
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expensive or socially exclusive in any deliberate way. But if my poetry is to reach 
those I wish it to, I must take a different approach.
The work of Mark Nowak is instructive and inspiring here. For his collection Shut 
Up Shut Down, which deals with exploited steel workers in Youngstown, Ohio, 
Nowak gave readings at union halls and rallies, as well as ‘at conferences of labor 
educators and labor historians’.^  This process tests the material in a way that has 
parallels with how songs get tested in local pubs and clubs. Furthermore, Nowak’s 
mining-disaster-centered documentary play. Coal Mountain Elementary, was 
performed by community members directly affected by the Sago, West Virginia 
mining disaster (Nowak had run writing workshops nearby following the event).^ 
Such workshop activities and participatory practices ensure that the work is 
embedded in and belong to the communities it speaks of and to.
Regarding my own project, to follow a similar path would mean taking the poems 
back into the council estates -  perhaps giving readings at community centres, social 
clubs, youth clubs and schools. However, things can be taken further too. The work 
in this thesis invites reader participation in order to construct a new spatial practice 
of the estate. This poetic, I think, could be taken to its logical conclusion in the 
workshop format. That is, to invite readers to construct alternative versions of these 
poems, filling in details of their own lived experiences to juxtapose with the samples 
of architectural and planning schemes, of media and political discourses. This would 
almost remove me completely from the process of the creation of the poems; I could
 ^Nowak, 72'* Street, para 9 of 21.
 ^ ‘An Interview with Mark Nowak conducted by Steel W agstaff, Contemporary Literature, 51 
(2010), 453-476 (p. 469).
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act merely as a temporary facilitator. Tristan Tzara gave the following famous 
instructions for creating a Dada poem:
Take a newspaper.
Take a pair of scissors.
Choose an article as long as you are planning to make your poem.
Cut out the article.
Then cut out each of the words that make up this article and put them in a 
bag.
Shake it gently.
Then take out the scraps one after the other in the order in which they left the 
bag.
Copy conscientiously.
The poem will be like you.
And here you are a writer, infinitely original and endowed with a sensibility 
that is charming though beyond the understanding of the vulgar.^
The most striking thing about this set of instructions is, of course, its démocratisation 
of the art of poem-making. Tzara’s instructions ‘simultaneously critique [...] the idea 
of the poem as the product of an individual, lyric sensibility, while still claiming that 
the final poem will reflect something of its maker’ Such an approach can be 
modified to serve social-spatial ends on the council estate. Having had the great 
privilege of being able to spend years researching, I can take that and use it, not just
 ^Tristan Tzara, ‘To Make a Dadaist Poem’, in Poems fo r  the Millennium, 2 vols., ed. by Jerome 
Rothenberg and Pierre Joris (Berkeley: California Press, 1995; repr. 1998), p. 302, quoted in 
Davidson, Ideas of Space, p. 8.
 ^Davidson, Ideas of Space, p. 9.
263
to shore up cultural capital by obtaining a doctorate, but by taking this research into 
working-class, estate communities. On the estate, Tzara’s bag of newspaper could 
contain, for instance, excerpts from the Tudor Walters Report, The Garden Cities o f 
To-morrow (for satellite cottage estates), and Towards a New Architecture (for inner 
city high- rise estates). It would be my hope that some basic creative writing 
exercises (I have worked as a tutor of creative writing for several years) would allow 
estate residents to give written expression to their lived experience. This exercise 
could be followed (or prefaced) by a brief introduction to some of the ideas explored 
in this thesis, including the history of the estate project itself. Then the scissors. 
Tenants could literally reconstruct the poems. And imaginatively reconstruct the 
estate in such a way that would expose the conflicts that Lefebvre identifies. But also 
such writing practices might encourage residents to think deeply about the embodied 
experience of estate, and crucially, perhaps, what one would like that experience to 
be.
Anti-Utopian? A Closing Point
I have discussed in this thesis how the council estate became the locus of a range of 
competing utopian ideas. By exploring the schisms between such utopian concepts 
and the lived experience of the estate, between a singular hope and a plurality of 
realities, I have not intended to be anti-utopian, especially if one defines utopia, as 
Ruth Levitas does, as ‘the expression of the desire for a better way of being or of 
living’. T h e  utopian Marxist theorist Ernst Bloch argues that the very process of
Ruth Levitas, ‘The Imaginary Construction of Society or Why Sociologists and Others Should Take 
Utopia More Seriously’, Inaugural Lecture, University of Bristol, 25 October 2005, p. 5.
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identifying our lack or alienation gives ‘rise to the utopian impulse’/^ of a ‘Not-Yet- 
Experience’/^  Levitas, glossing Bloch, says:
Utopia is a form of anticipatory consciousness. His key concept is the ‘not 
yet’, carrying the double sense of not yet, but an expected future presence, 
and still not, a current absence. But that which is not yet is also real, since 
reality for Bloch must include the horizon of future possibilities -  
possibilities which are always plural, and which are dependent on human 
agency for their actualisation.^^
The aforementioned 1970s attempts at advocacy planning failed, Lefebvre argues, 
because the inhabitants do not perceive the mechanisms of their own oppression 
clearly enough. They do not perceive, in Bloch’s terms, the ‘absence’ -  just how, 
specifically, the environment is lacking. The poems included here aim to reveal some 
of the competing concerns that produce the estate space, and by extension the lives of 
the inhabitants. The poems also invite the reader to synthesise the dialectic of the 
poems in order to reconfigure for themselves a new spatial practice -  that is, a new 
way of perceiving the estate. My future plan, outlined sketchily above, indicates that 
this could also perhaps be done in a more practically participatory way. It might be, 
of course, that neither of these approaches are effective, and embrace of other media 
-  film, music, performance, for instance -  might be necessary. However, whichever 
approach one takes (and no approach is straightforward or offers any kind of 
guarantee), it must be a movement toward providing reader/estate dweller agency -
“ Ibid., p. 6.
Ernst Bloch, The Principle o f Hope, Vol.l, trans. by Neville Plaice, Stephen Plaice, and Paul Knight 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1995), p. 316.
Levitas, ‘The Imaginary Construction of Society’, pp. 8-9.
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and hopefully from agency to actualisation. For any serious utopian thinking can no 
longer aspire to a top-down prescription of a singular, ideal representation of space. 
Such thinking -  if it seeks a space that is genuinely differential, that embraces a 
plurality of possibilities -  must begin and be rooted within a positive transformation 
of the social-spatial experience of everyday life.
266
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